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Education reform has been at the forefront of policymakers’ plans since 1817 with the founding 
of the Connecticut Asylum at Hartford for Deaf and Dumb Persons. Over the following 200 
years, various social and economic shifts have increased policymakers' focus on the purpose of 
education and how institutions can develop contributing members to society. Globalization 
demands countries to have a well-educated workforce, and in the United States today, education 
reform has focused on expanding educational opportunities that lead to positive economic 
growth for individuals and nations as a whole through innovative practices. In short, access to 
quality education and experience in education is a means to an end that benefits multiple 
stakeholders. The 33 participants of this study graduated from a Career Academy. Throughout 
their four years in high school, they belonged to a cohort that allowed them to have the same 
counselor, administrator, and teachers, focus on their potential career path, and ideally, get 
hands-on work experience in their chosen field. The participants completed a questionnaire 
survey in which they offered insight on their experience in the career academy model and how 
their experience may have transferred into their postsecondary settings. The results from this 
study provided the researcher with new challenges the graduating class of 2020 faced while 
transitioning into a postsecondary setting as well as recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
National Context 
 The federal government has played an intricate role in establishing policies to support 
equity in, and accessibility to, quality education (St. John et al., 2013). The most recent federal 
policy, the Every Student Succeeds Act, signed by President Barack Obama in 2015, focuses on 
college and career readiness, which is measured by graduation rates and standardized assessment 
results (U.S Department of Education). Policymakers view access to higher education as a vital 
component concerning national competition which is why President Obama’s administration 
aimed to have the most educated workforce globally (St. John et al., 2013) by setting a goal of 
having 60% of the adult population obtain college degrees (de Neis, 2010). Despite 
implementing rigorous academic standards and setting high goals for the nation, research 
indicates that there are many issues within school systems that contribute to the nation’s global 
competitiveness (Goodman et al., 2015).  
Degree attainment supports economic productivity; however, P-12 institutions struggle to 
assist students in achieving content mastery due to unequal skill levels. Goodman et al. (2015) 
explain that higher and lower academic skill levels are linked to wealth, and although the United 
States is one of the wealthiest nations, it is also one of the most economically unequal. The 
discrepancies in wealth are seen mainly between races. White civilians attain higher education 
levels and average a higher salary than Black and Hispanic families (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). 
Within the last 10 years, Black and Hispanic civilians have had a higher unemployment rate than 
White civilians, and Black and Hispanic civilians have maintained an unemployment rate higher 
than the national average (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, n.d.). Despite recent increases in 
unemployment rates for all races due to the coronavirus (COVID-19), the median weekly 
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earnings of Blacks working full-time jobs is $737; for Hispanics, it is $696, and for Whites, it is 
$935 (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2020). Unemployment rates and degree attainment 
bring forth several considerations. First, research indicates that degree attainment leads to 
increased job security (French & Fisher, 2009). Secondly, accessibility to postsecondary 
opportunities for low-income individuals and minorities is a complex issue that has yet to be 
solved by any policy. Despite partnerships made between secondary and postsecondary 
institutions designed to increase degree attainment, several factors outside of the institution can 
determine whether postsecondary education is an option for the learner (Newton, 1992; Warner 
et al., 2015). 
Accessibility to quality P-12 education is a problem for many districts in the United 
States. Policymakers have focused on access to postsecondary institutions because of the links 
between economic prosperity and degree attainment. Still, lack of academic preparation or 
economic factors may cause minorities to believe postsecondary admittance is not achievable 
(St. John et al., 2013). Despite higher education enrollment rates continuing to rise since the 
1980s, many students do not complete their degrees due to the quality of institutions and 
consistent increases in tuition (St. John et al., 2013). Additionally, the average scores on college 
admittance exams like the ACT and SAT for Black and Hispanic students are much lower than 
for White students (Hardy, 2015). Scholars describe the biases that exist in high-stakes 
standardized tests like the ACT and SAT as having labeling biases, content biases, and 
methodological biases (Jencks, 1998). Labeling biases occur when tests measure intellect 
(Jencks, 1998). Psychologists conclude that intelligence is primarily determined by one’s genetic 
makeup and environmental factors, which can contribute to the assessment performance gaps 
(Jencks, 1998). Content bias occurs when test questions favor one group of learners over another 
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(Jencks, 1998). Methodological bias occurs when a test assesses the mastery of skills using a 
method or practice that underestimates one group’s capabilities in comparison to another 
(Jencks, 1998). Although research does not indicate which method or technique manipulates 
Black-White test results, there is no data to support any process that significantly reduces Black-
White gaps (Jencks, 1998).  
The majority of community colleges do not require standardized tests for admittance. 
After the Great Recession of 2008-2009, President Obama encouraged citizens, especially those 
with minimal skills, to enroll in community colleges that provided them with postsecondary 
credential pathways to careers (Bragg, 2014). Recent studies indicate that P-12 institutions 
should turn their attention to career guidance as early as seventh grade (Gross & Marcus, 2018). 
Reform efforts in P-12 education over the last 10 years have included: collaborative learning, 
Science, Technology, Engineering, Math learning, and building cultures of innovation (Morris, 
2020). Policymakers implemented plans to support these trends as they have become needs due 
to economic shifts (Dilly et al., 2016).  
Context of Study 
Indiana has many diverse Title I schools. While each school district in Indiana has its 
own pre-approved curriculum, many districts have implemented career academies such: business 
and entrepreneurship, health services, public service, and engineering and advanced 
manufacturing. Each teacher, counselor, and administrator is assigned to work with a specific 
career academy. Teachers work on teams to provide academic support to students. Academy 
administrators work with an academy coach that is charged with establishing community 
partnerships, which provide students with a more authentic work experience.  
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The increase in globalization of the economy demands a more educated workforce 
(Wolla, 2013); however, discrepancies in academic performance and achievement between 
minority students and their White peers presents major challenges for students and the nation’s 
economy. Policymakers have taken many steps to make education equitable and valuable. Wall-
to-wall career academies are designed to function as schools within schools and provide students 
with small learning communities. Studies indicate that Small Learning Communities (SLCs) and 
the academy structure are beneficial for all students, specifically minority students; however, the 
college and career readiness results from the 2018 school year indicate there is room for 
improvement. In 2018, 23% of Black students in Indiana who enrolled in college needed 
remediation; 11% of Hispanic students who were enrolled in college needed remediation; 7% of 
White students who were enrolled in college needed remediation (Indiana Commission for 
Higher Education, n.d.). Black, Hispanic, and White students showed improvement from 2016 to 
2018, but this data raises the questions about the effectiveness of the career academy and how 
students are being prepared for postsecondary settings. Many Indiana school districts 
implemented the academy structure in 2016 with the freshman and sophomore academy before 
implementing wall-to-wall career academies at the beginning of the 2018-2019 school year (T. 
Colyer, personal communication, August 8, 2020). The data could reflect how students 
responded to changes in the school structure. For this reason, the researcher chose to focus on the 
student groups that have been enrolled in the academy model for three or more years.  
The SAT and ACT test student mastery of common standards, but it is difficult to 
determine a student’s career readiness based on standardized test scores because the ACT and 
SAT do not test students on the soft skills needed for success in the workforce (Schooley, 2017). 
Instead, employers are experiencing applicants who do not possess the skills that would make 
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them ideal candidates (Jaschik, 2015). Employers place these skills into two categories: hard and 
soft skills (Omar, Bakar, & Rashid, 2012). Hard skills are described as the knowledge or 
education level necessary for the applicant to be considered for a position (Nilsson, 2010). In 
theory, this demonstrates the need for students to complete a standardized test that demonstrates 
their knowledge in various subject areas before entering college and as they prepare to enter the 
workforce. Soft skills are described as the ability to think critically, work with others, solve 
problems, communicate effectively, lead, and demonstrate ethics (Shafie & Nayan, 2010). While 
students may be participating in education that is appropriate for having the content knowledge 
necessary to earn a professional position, they may not be receiving the training on transferable 
skills that is necessary for them to maintain or excel in those positions (Schooley, 2017). 
 Trends in education indicate that one of the primary reasons soft skills have not been the 
focal point for education reform is the lack of equity across races in formal education (Schooley, 
2017). Policymakers have executed several plans to decrease achievement gaps between races, 
which, in theory, also decrease the wage gaps across races, but several factors beyond the 
common core contribute to students’ educational experiences and potential success. Partnerships, 
resources, and community involvement have proven to have a positive impact on student 
learning and achievement (Moore, Gallagher, & Bagin, 2008). While the common core 
curriculum leaves space for students to have these experiences, the career academy model 
requires it (College & Career Academy Support Network [CCASN], 2018). 
P-20 
 P-20 refers to an educational model that values innovation, implementation, diversity, 
and leadership (Murray State University, 2020). Within this model, education leaders promote 
continuity in education from preschool through higher education rather than having each sector 
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of education operate as a completely different sector (Chamberlin & Plucker, 2008). Through P-
20, educational leaders provide students with access to quality education and educational 
opportunities. Due to the evolving needs within the economy and the demands that have and will 
come as a result of COVID-19, educational institutions may be forced to implement P-20 values 
to function and help produce contributing members of society. This study will identify areas in 
which secondary and postsecondary institutions can implement an educational continuum that 
supports students as they transition from high school to their postsecondary setting. 
Community Partnerships 
 Indiana political leaders noticed rapid growth and development within the city and 
believed it was necessary to find a way to help the community remain educated and skilled in the 
areas needed in the workforce (Novelly, 2018). Community colleges have extended partnerships 
to local high schools in hopes to increase degree attainment. Through state grants, community 
colleges and technical schools in Indiana have offered to provide funds towards degree or 
certificate attainment if applicants: 
● maintained a minimum 2.0 GPA or higher while in high school,  
● maintain a 2.5 GPA while enrolled in their postsecondary institution,  
● apply for and accept all federal aid, local aid, and other scholarships before turning to the 
program, and  
● be enrolled in credit-bearing courses towards the attainment of a certificate or degree 
(Novelly, 2018).  
Research indicates that career academies must have adequate funding and resources and include 
community partners in academic decisions. Ideally, partnerships with local postsecondary 
institutions increase the likelihood of teachers preparing students for a postsecondary opportunity 
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and students being motivated to take advantage of low-cost experiences. Without substantial 
research regarding students' perspectives of partnerships like these, its effect on student 
preparation are unknown.  
New Challenges 
 COVID-19 has had an impact on all educational institutions; however, there is limited 
research that examines the student perspective, specifically how students who transitioned into a 
postsecondary setting, have been affected by long-term school closures, distance learning, or 
virtual work. While many post-secondary institutions have offered distance learning courses and 
opportunities over the last decade, K-12 districts have relied heavily on in-person instruction. 
Many districts have received funding to provide students with a Chromebook that they can use 
on and off-campus. As a result, many school districts implemented non-traditional or eLearning 
days which were designed for teachers to transition classroom instruction to an online platform if 
the school days were canceled due to inclement weather or other unforeseen circumstances 
(Krause, 2019).  
Purpose of Study 
 The purpose of this study is to assess the effectiveness of the wall-to-wall career academy 
model for Black and Hispanic students. Effectiveness will be measured by student perceptions, 
college and career readiness, and accessibility to learning experiences. College and career 
readiness serve as the proxy for effectiveness, and accessibility to learning experiences and 
student perceptions provide insight into opportunities provided in the career academy model that 
prepare students for postsecondary opportunities. There are weaknesses in using student 
perceptions as data to analyze the effectiveness of an educational model, but it is accessible and 
valuable data. This study aimed to increase educators’ and policymakers' awareness of 
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educational practices that contribute to or have no impact on student success or the likelihood of 
being accepted into a post-secondary opportunity. The findings of this study could help aid in the 
development of a curriculum that intentionally minimizes achievement gaps between Black and 
Hispanic students and White students. Additionally, this study examined the unique 
characteristics each participant has that can limit or contribute to their accessibility to 
opportunities that are designed to increase their success.  
Research Questions 
 The primary research question is: Does the wall-to-wall career academy model 
prepare Black and Hispanic students for acceptance into a postsecondary opportunity? 
1. Does the career academy model have an impact on a student’s engagement?  
2. What do minority students perceive to be obstacles in achieving academic success in the 
academy model? 
3. What do minority students perceive to be the obstacles in achieving social success in the 
academy model?  
4. What do minority students perceive to be the key to earning a post-secondary opportunity 
in the academy model? 
5. What opportunities could schools afford to support the post-secondary success of 
minority students? 
Guiding Research 
 This research is built upon a foundation of studies addressing different issues concerning 
the persistence of the achievement gap and the effectiveness of SLCs and career academy 
models, particularly for Hispanic and Black students (Chase et al., 2014). Kwong (2010) and 
Kantrov’s (2019) studies connect to the goal of this work in that Kwong’s (2010) study discusses 
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the historical significance of career academy models that were once only referred to as 
vocational or career and technical programs (CTE). CTE programs were the last resort for 
students who were in jeopardy of not graduating (Kwong, 2010). Kantrov’s (2019) study 
reiterates the more current potential impacts of career academy models while highlighting some 
of their shortcomings. Kwong (2010) expresses the intent of career-driven programs and the 
success that came from students being enrolled in these CTE or vocational programs. Kantrov 
(2019) discusses how the economy and students benefit from career academies while addressing 
the lack of representation that comes from choice-based education models. These studies provide 
a useful perspective on the model; however, they do not address the student perceptions of this 
model. Research indicates that student engagement has one of the largest impacts on academic 
success (Newton, 1992). Student achievement, by all measurements, is the primary concern for 
policymakers; however, few studies indicate the students’ level of engagement based on their 
perceptions.  
Significance of the Study 
 The study will contribute to the research concerning the career academy model by 
specifically addressing minority student perceptions and needs for success in this model and 
postsecondary settings. Additionally, this study will discuss the barriers that contribute to the 
persistence of the achievement gap and analyze whether they are cognitive, noncognitive, 
systemic, or a matter of chance. 
Definitions 
Minority. For this study and the setting, minority students are Hispanic and Black students. 
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Post-secondary opportunity. For this study, a post-secondary opportunity is defined as 
acceptance into a career, internship, or postsecondary institution that aligns with a student’s 
long-term goals. 
Social success. For this study, social success refers to high attendance rates and no high-risk 
behaviors.  
Wall-to-wall career academies. Schools provide all students with the opportunity to choose an 
academy that is based on broad career groups. A team of teachers will share common students 
(Donahue, 2012). 
Summary 
 Chapter 2 will provide an overview of the literature on career academies. The chapter 
will begin with a discussion of the current curriculum and the concerns institutional leaders and 
policymakers possess regarding the implementation of these models. Next, this chapter will 
analyze the importance of student engagement as it relates to student success in the traditional 
school model and the career academy model. The chapter will continue with a discussion of 
historical education policies to develop a perspective on the rationales behind academy models. 
One of the key features of the career academy model is the small learning communities (SLC) 
within them. This chapter will then discuss the effects of small learning communities and the 
components that are necessary for students to achieve academic success while enrolled in SLCs. 
Next, this chapter will identify statistics regarding the persistence of the achievement gaps as 
they relate to education reform. Finally, chapter 2 will explore trends in career-academy 
education and issues that exist in this education model, which will provide the foundational 
support for the research questions and design of this research study.  
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 The methodology of this study and the qualitative procedures used to gather the data are 
defined in chapter 3. Chapter 4 contains the findings and analysis of the research study. Chapter 
5 provides a summary and conclusions drawn from the research, limitations of the study, and 




CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Current Curriculum Concerns 
 Curriculum concerns and student achievement academically and economically have 
called for education reform. The accountability systems of the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB) led to an increased academic focus. Student success is primarily measured by the end-
of-year standardized tests (United States Department of Education, 2002). Standardized tests 
have been one of the biggest hurdles for the implementation of career academy models. Despite 
school districts making intentional efforts to increase college and career readiness, standardized 
tests still determine a school's overall "success" and, often, funding, so preparation for these tests 
takes precedence in many institutions. Teachers have had to abandon a lot of their own beliefs to 
prepare students for the end-of-year exams, which contradicts what college professors believe is 
a crucial trait to have in college: the ability to think outside of the box (Hackmann et al., 2018). 
While standardized testing leads to more writing in high school, the prompts and style of writing 
teachers encourage students to exercise limits the development of student creativity (Hackmann 
et al., 2018), which is also a skill needed to succeed in the workplace (Pink, 2005).  
In the 2019 Global Talent Trends Report, LinkedIn behavioral data demonstrates that 
creativity is the “most in-demand soft skill in short supply” (Chanler et al., 2019, p. 8). 
Businesses are relying on artificial intelligence to complete tasks, so employers are seeking 
applicants who are innovative because the interaction between humans and new technologies 
leads to higher productivity and improved performance; consequently, new technology requires 
humans to develop higher cognitive skills (Bughin et al., 2018). In a study conducted by the 
McKinsey Global Institute, researchers predict that the demand for higher cognitive abilities 
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such as creativity and complex information processing across all organizations will increase by 
19% by 2030 (Bughin et al., 2018). 
Reform Efforts 
 During the first 176 years of the nation’s existence, the U.S. federal government gave 
most of the K-12 education responsibilities to state and local governments (Casalaspi, 2017). 
President Lyndon B. Johnson originally proposed the idea of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) during his State of the Union Address in 1965 (Casalaspi, 2017). He 
argued that the fight against poverty and ignorance for the nation as a whole begins with K-12 
education, and all children have the right to the best education the United States can provide 
(Casalaspi, 2017). To gain support for this initiative from Congress, President Lyndon B. 
Johnson developed a legislative package that highlighted the high dropout rates, low college 
admittance rates, and the limited employment opportunities for those who do not have a quality 
education (Casalaspi, 2017).  
Johnson’s ESEA consisted of a five-Title plan to fix the problems in K-12 education. In 
Title I, Johnson proposed $1 billion in aid to equalize the spending between poor and wealthy 
districts (Casalaspi, 2017). Title II provided $100 million for textbooks and library materials; 
Title III proposed $100 million for educational centers; Title IV proposed $45 million for 
research facilities, and Title V proposed $10 million to help the state in implementing and 
strengthening ESEA (Casalaspi, 2017). The goal of ESEA was to strengthen the quality of K-12 
in education for all students in the country to remain competitive and improve socially and 
economically. Minority students, special education students, and English language learners were 
performing much lower than White students (Shirvani, 2009).  
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The ESEA led to several other reforms such as President George W. Bush’s No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB) which was designed to close the achievement gaps between subgroups 
of students, refine teacher quality, show proficiency for all students in Math and English, and 
provide an Annual Yearly Progress for all students to show consistent improvement (Shirvani, 
2009). Following NCLB, President Barack Obama implemented the Every Student Succeed Act 
(ESSA) which promotes equity and success in education by implementing high academic state 
standards to support college and career readiness, emphasizing student growth based on 
graduation rates and assessment results, supporting local innovations by developing relationships 
with stakeholders within communities, and increasing accessibility to preschool education (U.S 
Department of Education). The ESSA provides an opportunity for school board members, district 
leaders, and community advocates to work together (Samson & Horsford, 2017). 
P-20 systems aim to create a seamless transition for students moving from one sector of 
education to the next by providing access to quality education from preschool to higher 
education and improving early childhood, elementary, middle, and high school standards to 
ensure higher education and workforce preparedness (Patterson, 2011). Kouzes and Posner 
(2011) explain that it is vital for organizations to establish shared values because it helps all 
stakeholders collaborate through a universal language. When groups share a common language 
and understand the purpose of their collaboration, people become more interested, enthused, and 
intentional with their work (Kouzes & Posner, 2011). By communicating shared goals with 
educational institutions and community stakeholders, education systems can align standards with 
P-20 education aims to better prepare students for college or careers (Patterson, 2011). Due to 
high school dropout rates, achievement gaps, inadequate learning experiences, and the lack of 
college and career readiness, policymakers believe P-20 is an urgent need (Patterson, 2011). 
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 In 2006, Colorado Governor Bill Ritter expressed his concern regarding The Colorado 
Paradox (Colorado, Governor, 2016). The Colorado Paradox highlights that despite having one 
of the most highly educated populations in the US, Colorado has consistently underachieved in 
sending students, who grow up in Colorado, to college (Korach, 2011). Governor Ritter titles his 
campaign The Colorado Promise to address his concerns and efforts in closing the achievement 
gaps, increasing degree and certificate attainment, decreasing school dropout rates, increasing 
access to early childhood education, improving learning in the K-12 system, and reducing high 
school dropout rates to increase workforce readiness (Korach, 2011). To fulfill this promise, 
Colorado formed a P-20 Council to help create and implement Senate Bill 08-212 in May 2008, 
the Colorado Achievement Plan for Kids (CAP4K) (Korach, 2011). CAP4K was designed to 
build a system that aligned preschool-to-college expectations through new standards and 
assessments that promoted the skills and knowledge students need to be successful in today’s 
global economy (Korach, 2011). One of the goals of the Colorado Department of Education’s 
strategic plan was to ensure each student graduates with an opportunity to attend college 
(Korach, 2011). An urban school district in Colorado aimed to ensure students graduated with 
the choice to attend college without remediation by teaching every student the skills and 
knowledge they need to be a successful, contributing member of a diverse society (Korach, 
2011). The district supported its mission by providing students with choices that align with their 
postsecondary and career goals similar to P-20 and career academy structures (Korach, 2011).  
Student Engagement 
 The public school curriculum has been a topic of concern for decades. Abel (2015) 
explains that the term curriculum has had many definitions. John Dewey (1938) and Franklin 
Bobbit (1918) explained that curriculum, or a student’s course of study, also involves their 
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intended and unintended experiences in school. Curriculum involves how students engage 
themselves in what they are expected to learn and how often they revisit and re-engage with what 
is being taught (Dewey, 1938).  
  Studies on the importance of student engagement indicate that school districts may need 
to restructure the traditional curriculum. Academic engagement has a significant impact on 
academic outcomes (Newton, 1992).  Phillip Schlechty (2005) stated: 
When students are engaged, it is because the tasks and activities they are being 
encouraged to become involved with have inherent meaning and value for them…Thus 
the only means that teachers have to increase engagement is to design school tasks in 
ways that take into account the values and motives that students bring to the classroom. 
(p. 9)  
Measuring student engagement can be ambiguous because engagement looks different for each 
student. While researchers and educators understand the importance of student interest, gathering 
existing evidence and identifying similarities to determine how engagement should be measured 
is a challenge (Lawson & Lawson, 2013). Researchers have concluded that student engagement 
in the classroom setting is largely determined by students’ intellectual, emotional, and behavioral 
engagement in the school context (Christenson et al., 2008). Intellectual or cognitive engagement 
varies by each student but is often determined by students’ inquisitiveness on the subject matter 
and self-regulation (Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012). Research indicates that the lack of 
intellectual engagement is more detrimental for urban students than suburban students 
(Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). Researchers are working to identify ways to increase cognitive 
engagement, especially for at-risk students (Real, 2017).  
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 Studies indicate that standardized tests can limit a students’ cognitive engagement (Wang 
& Holcombe, 2010). Determining a student’s intellectual ability by analyzing standardized test 
scores creates a performance of goal structure (Wang & Holcombe, 2010). Researchers 
determined that performance goal structures have a negative impact on cognitive engagement 
because it creates a learning environment in which students feel pressure to answer questions 
correctly or compete with their peers, which increases students’ anxiety about participation and 
decreases students’ sense of belonging (Wang & Holcombe, 2010). In turn, students experience 
lower academic achievement (Wang & Holcombe, 2010).  
 Emotional engagement refers to the theory that a student’s feelings towards school and 
the social structure within it determine student educational outcomes (Christenson et al., 2012). 
Students who have fewer negative interactions with teachers and other students feel connected to 
their school environment (Dotterer & Lowe, 2011). There are two categories to consider 
regarding a students’ emotional engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 2013). The first definition 
refers to the emotional connection students have with their academics. Students may show 
boredom, excitement, or anxiety (Lawson & Lawson, 2013). The second definition refers to 
inclusivity and whether the student identifies with his/her peers and teachers (Lawson & Lawson, 
2013). 
 Factors such as the home environment play a role in students’ emotional engagement. In 
low-income urban areas, students have limited access to structural support opportunities and 
mentors outside of school (Real, 2017), which causes some students to invest in their academic 
settings and foster relationships with staff members (Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). In a study, 
researchers determined that parent-child relationships determine how children will interact with 
other adults (Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). Healthy parent-child relationships lead students to 
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trust adults, which assists in the development of healthy staff-student relationships (Hirschfield 
& Gasper, 2011). In a similar study, Rodriguez (2008) determined that students who have 
healthy personal and academic relationships with staff members are more engaged than students 
who do not (Rodriguez, 2008).  
 Behavioral engagement and emotional engagement are often linked together because a 
student’s emotional engagement is determined by his/her actions (Rumberger & Rotermund, 
2012). Students who are emotionally engaged participate in class, pay attention, ask and respond 
to questions, and follow expectations (Finn, 1989). In contrast, students who are disengaged are 
consistently absent and have multiple behavior infractions (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). 
Student engagement is complex; nonetheless, research indicates that student outcomes largely 
depend on emotional, cognitive, and behavioral engagement (Christenson et al., 2008). 
Developing a curriculum that caters to student engagement is difficult; however, research 
indicates that educators must convert the theories of student engagement into practical learning 
experiences, especially for underserved populations (Real, 2017). 
Student Engagement in the Career Academy Model 
 Research demonstrates that small schools have better attendance rates, lower dropout 
rates, higher academic achievement, and more participation in activities than larger schools and 
achieve at higher levels on standardized tests (Cottons, 2001). Like small schools, students who 
are enrolled in small learning communities are more engaged and feel a sense of belonging 
because the career pathway is self-selected, and students can work alongside peers and teachers 
with similar interests (Real, 2017).   
 Researchers believe the career academy model can have a positive impact on students’ 
emotional engagement in school because when enrolled in an academy, students can develop a 
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sense of belonging within the social organization of school (Plank, DeLuca, & Estacion, 2008). 
Additionally, the career academy model provides students with a consistent group of teachers 
and personalized learning experiences that cater to their future career interests (Tyler & 
Lofstrom, 2009). Sutherland et al., (2005) found that career academies increase students’ self-
efficacy, cognitive engagement, and school retention.  
 Persistent encouragement from a team of teachers provides students, particularly 
minority, low-performing students, with a greater sense of purpose that fosters an inspiration to 
succeed (Fleischman & Heppen, 2009). The small learning community style is beneficial for 
disadvantaged students because staff members are more aware of their students’ needs, which 
affords staff the ability to provide academic and social services (Architectural Research Institute, 
1999). Messacar and Oreopoulos (2013) found that students in career academies are encouraged 
to graduate on time because they have learned about the connections between education and the 
financial security that stems from developing career-related skills. 
Historical Significance of Academies 
 Career academy education, or vocational education, was implemented in 1970 and 
focused on helping students who were in jeopardy of failing or dropping out (primarily Black, 
Hispanic, and low-socioeconomic students) develop vocational skills to prepare them for a career 
after high school (Kemple & Snipes, 2000). One of the significant issues with the structure of 
vocational programs was that students enrolled in these programs were expected to perform 
lower than their college-bound peers (Kwong, 2010). In turn, vocational students were not 
challenged academically and, ultimately, did not have the option of earning acceptance into a 
post-secondary institution (Kwong, 2010). Since then, school districts have broadened career 
academies by combining rigorous academic coursework with career education and providing all 
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students with the opportunity of enrolling in these academies to better prepare for college or 
career. Some school districts have restructured their curriculum by creating career academies to 
increase student engagement, academic success, and the likelihood of students earning a high 
school diploma and a post-secondary opportunity (Kemple & Snipes, 2000).  
 Gray (2004) criticized the No Child Left Behind Act because he believed the policy 
depicted career and technical education (CTE) in a negative light, and the Department of 
Education believed that all students wanted to enroll in a postsecondary institution. According to 
Ross and Bateman (2018), 48% of young adults in America (ages 18-24) are not enrolled in a 
postsecondary school setting. Gray (2004) explained that 25% of high school students will drop 
out and 30% of high school students will go straight into the workforce, which means the NCLB 
theory that every student is going to enroll in a postsecondary institution is causing many 
students to leave high school without the skills necessary for employment (Gray, 2004).  
 Public policy in education requires a wide range of considerations before implementing 
new programs, so policymakers have used historical quantitative and qualitative data to make 
informed decisions that ideally, provide all students with equitable education experience. While 
many of the education policies were primarily implemented to hold institutions accountable and 
abolish inequities in schools, economic and social trends demand students leave secondary 
institutions with more than formal education. The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 
(STWOA) was created to support state and local education reform initiatives that provided all 
students with access to school-to-work experiences (Hershey et al., 1997). The STWOA 
provided states with five-year federal grants to implement sustainable school-to-work systems 
(Javian, 2004). To ensure the framework for state and local school systems, STWOA listed the 
critical elements for implementation: 
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● School-Based Features: Career pathways that students choose by 11th grade, combining 
academic and workplace-related instruction that meets high standards and links high 
school education to post-secondary opportunities 
● Work-Based Experiences: Opportunities for students to get hands-on work experience 
● Collaboration with community partners: Opportunities for students to collaborate with 
local businesses or employers for mentorship or job opportunities  
● Career development: Intentional focus on student interests and strengths as they relate to 
future career goals (Hershey et al., 1997). 
School-to-work programs demonstrated an increase in attendance, college admittance rates, 
reduction in dropout rates, and psychological development (Katherine et al., 2001).  
Through this act, many school districts began developing school-to-work programs. Although 
educators see the value in implementing school-to-work programs, limited funding, and 
collaboration prevents school systems from creating a school-to-work model. While American 
public schools in both rural and urban locations largely benefited from implementing school-to-
work programs, studies indicate that minority students were less likely to be exposed to school-
to-work opportunities (Javian, 2004). Researchers suggest this occurs because poor schools are 
often densely populated with minority students and do not have the funds to provide students 
with school-to-work opportunities, or schools with significantly high minority populations 
choose to focus more on traditional forms of education (Javian, 2004). 
Achievement Gap 
 According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress data (NAEP), White 
students have outperformed Black and Hispanic students in Reading and math ("Achievement 
Gaps Dashboard," n.d.). While the data reveals that students have consistently performed better 
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on assessments each year, Black and Hispanic students are advancing at much slower rates than 
White students ("Achievement Gaps Dashboard," n.d.). Similarly, despite a decrease in dropout 
rates for Hispanic students (21% to 8%) and Black students (11.5% to 6.4%), in 2018, dropout 
rates for both subgroups were higher than White students 4.2% (U.S. Department of Commerce). 
The discrepancies in academic performance between different ethnic groups are concerning 
largely because despite intentional interference by the federal government, urban schools, 
specifically students of color who attend urban schools, remain in the achievement gap (Darling-
Hammond, 2007).  
Factors Contributing to the Achievement Gap 
Urban schools often face issues concerning funding, finding qualified personnel, and 
teachers meeting expectations, which are issues that can have a negative effect on students’ 
academic outcomes regardless of their intellectual potential (Ford & Moore III, 2013). In turn, 
inner-city schools find it difficult to provide the services and resources for minorities who are of 
low socioeconomic status or English Language Learners (Ford & Moore III, 2013).  
 Funding, human resources, curriculum, and teacher academic and behavior expectations 
each play a role in the persistence of the achievement gap, still, research indicates that student 
engagement is the underlying complex asset that can affect student success, especially for 
minority students (Chase et al., 2014). For secondary education institutions, teachers may find it 
difficult to engage students because student perceptions of the school environment are often 
determined early in the educational process. Students may show disengagement through patterns 
of poor attendance, poor academic performance, and behavior issues in the primary years of 




 Disparities in education between Black and Hispanic students and White students is 
problematic today. Economic education coordinator, Scott A. Wolla explains, human capital—
the knowledge and skills that people acquire through education, experience, and practice—is 
essential, which means a reliable education system is necessary (Wolla, 2013). Additionally, a 
well-educated workforce is typically more productive and more prepared to adapt to and use new 
technologies; similarly, well-educated constituents are more likely to develop new technologies. 
Persistent growth in the level of educational attainment can lead to increased production and 
promise for future economic growth for businesses, and in turn, the state (Wolla, 2013).  
 Political leaders often use their platforms to address the importance of education 
primarily because the global economy demands an educated society (Amos, 2013). Each year's 
class of high school dropouts will cost the country over $200 billion during their lifetimes 
(Catterall, 1987). Increasing minority students' attendance in post-secondary institutions to the 
same percentage as that of White students would provide an additional $80 billion in tax revenue 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2003). Although the nation's economy would greatly benefit 
from an educated society, education attainment is related to personal wealth. Studies show a 
person with a high school diploma, technical certificate, or college degree is more likely to 
compete in the job market, earn a job, work more hours, and earn a higher salary, and less likely 
to be unemployed than someone who did not receive any education credentials (French & Fisher, 
2009).  
 Trends in salary differences demonstrate another gap in the system that could correlate to 
the level of education. In 2000, not only did White Americans earn, on average, more than their 
Black and Hispanic counterparts that are in similar positions, but White Americans also attained 
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more education (Aaron, 2004). More recent data indicates that not much has changed; in 2019, 
41,217 Hispanic students over the age of 18 earned a high school diploma, 31,289 Black 
students, and 194,871 White students (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). In 2019, Hispanic households 
between the ages of 25-29 earned an average salary of $63, 668, Black families earned $46,040, 
and White families earned $83,287 (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). While many variables can lead to 
salary gaps, researchers continue to advocate for effective school systems that better prepare 
students for college and careers. Higher levels of education also lead to improved health and 
lower rates of mortality and lower rates of crime (Lochner and Moretti 2004). While many 
factors contribute to dropout rates, it is evident that a quality education system and experience 
can prevent the likelihood of negative-risk behaviors.  
School-to-Work and Career Academy Research 
Social and Academic Success in Academies 
 Researchers found that an integrated academic and vocational curriculum had positive 
effects on student achievement, motivation, and engagement (Kaufman et al., 2000). Since the 
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), K-12 schools have been heavily focused on academic 
achievement, which is measured by the end-of-year standardized tests (United States Department 
of Education, 2002). In turn, many students are taking fewer elective or career-related courses 
that could be assisting students in their long-term success (Jerald, 2006). Various school districts 
across the United States have restructured their systems to increase student engagement and 
achievement. Some of the restructuring practices include interdisciplinary teaching teams, 
cooperative learning focus, and teacher teams having common planning time (Lee & Smith, 
1995). Michael Lanford and Tattiya Maruco (2019) identify six conditions for successful career 
academies. One of these conditions is that academies should have 100-200 students to not only 
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develop more academic opportunities for students but also to help students develop mentorships 
with teachers that can guide students through college and career opportunities (Lanford & 
Maruco, 2019). Researchers found that smaller school size positively impacts student 
engagement and achievement, especially for students from low-socioeconomic backgrounds and 
minority students (Lee & Smith, 1995).  
 Researchers in California suggest that career academy graduates are more likely to earn a 
high school diploma and attend a post-secondary institution in comparison to students with 
general or vocational studies (Maxwell & Rubin, 2000). Dr. Donahue assessed the impact of the 
career academy model in a California public school and found that students in ninth grade and 
grade 10 showed improvement in math, science, social studies, and English on statewide 
assessments (Donahue, 2012). Dr. Donahue also measured student engagement through dropout 
rates, attendance, and behavior, and she determined the decrease in dropout rates and behavior 
issues and increase in attendance rates could largely be attributed to increased interest in school 
subjects (Donahue, 2012). 
Career Academy Structure and Issues with Enrollment Trends 
Career academies are assessed by the National Career Academy Coalition (College & 
Career Academy Support Network ([CCASN], 2018). The assessment requires career academies 
to meet certain criteria. Career academies must include: 
● Clearly defined mission that expresses its goals, 
● Small learning communities, 
● Support from the board of education and superintendent, support from high school, 
administration, and adequate funding and resources, 
● Appropriate faculty and staff throughout the academies and district, 
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● Continued learning through professional development for teachers and staff, 
● Leadership and governance from all stakeholders and advisory boards, 
● Curriculum and instruction exceed standards and college entrance requirements while 
focusing on a career theme, 
● Employers, postsecondary representatives, and community members have roles within 
the academies, 
● Student assessment, and 
● Plan for sustainability (College & Career Academy Support Network [CCASN], 2018). 
The primary purpose of career academies was to provide at-risk students with an opportunity to 
develop employable skills; however, academies are now being established in some of the 
nation’s highest performing schools (Charlton et al., 2013). 
 Career academies are structured with three main elements: (1) school within a school 
framework, (2) college preparatory curriculum is incorporated within each career pathway, and 
(3) school district personnel develop relationships with local employers to provide work 
opportunities for students (Stern et al., 2010). Although the intentions for career academies are 
clear, equitable recruitment and opportunity in the academy model have been a struggle for many 
districts.  
 Ford Next Generation Learning (FNGL) prides itself on creating a generation of learners 
that are more prepared to succeed in college and careers (Kantrov, 2019). Cox et al. (2015) found 
that in Volusia County, a school district in Florida that implemented the FNGL career academy, 
White students were more likely to participate in academies compared to minority students. Due 
to high demand for a limited number of academies, districts that have implemented career 
academy structures are often forced to institute entrance requirements such as good academic 
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standing and few or no disciplinary infractions and make the curriculum more rigorous. In turn, 
Black and Hispanic students have become less inclined to apply, which limits their opportunities 
to participate in developing school-to-work skills (Cox et al., 2015). Additionally, limited 
transportation to schools with career academies hinders students of low socioeconomic status 
from attending these schools.  
 School districts that have implemented career academies have experienced an increase in 
student engagement because students choose most of the courses they want to take while in high 
school; however, many schools battle underrepresentation and overrepresentation for many 
reasons (Cox et al., 2015). A Link Learning evaluation conducted by SRI International explains 
that one of the challenges in maintaining equitable representation and opportunities in choice-
based systems, like the academy model, is that students' enrollment patterns and options often 
reinforce patterns associated with their demographics. A culture's historical presence within an 
industry often mimics a student's willingness, or lack thereof, to enroll in an academy related to 
that industry (Warner et al., 2015). The study conducted by SRI International concluded that 
intentional recruitment could help schools achieve more significant equity in pathway 
enrollment; however, student interests, experiences, and perceptions play a vital role in deciding 
which academies to enroll (Warner et al., 2015). To combat issues of accessibility, Nashville, 
like many other cities, has implemented wall-to-wall academies to provide more school-to-career 
opportunities for minority students or students who were not zoned to a school with career 
academies. In wall-to-wall academies, schools provide all students with the opportunity to 
choose an academy that is based on broad career groups (Donahue, 2012). Since the 
implementation of wall-to-wall academies, Nashville has seen an increase in graduation rates and 
other outcomes for its diverse population (Ford, 2015). 
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 School culture in academies is another area in which institutions need work. While many 
academies have created a small school community with a diverse population of students, a sense 
of belonging is also necessary for students to succeed (Stern, 2015). In a study of 15 Black 
students enrolled in a Florida high school, of the nine that were enrolled in a career academy, 
two-thirds of the academy students identified the sense of inclusivity as being relevant to their 
learning experience (Fletcher & Cox, 2012). Researchers suggest that the sense of belonging has 
a positive impact on student success particularly during adolescence (Allen et al., 2006). Fine & 
Somerville (1998) found that when students perceived their teachers as supportive, students were 
less likely to drop out. 
Conchas (2002) analyzed the structural practices that benefited students and teachers of 
all races and economic backgrounds of two academies. The Medical Academy made intentional 
efforts to recruit students who were diverse in ethnic backgrounds and previous academic 
achievement; the Graphics Academy primarily focused on recruiting students who performed 
well in math in middle school (Conchas, 2002). The Medical Academy staff promoted a positive 
learning environment and encouraged cohesiveness across all races; the Graphics Academy 
consisted of Asian and White students, and the staff did not intentionally implement cohesion 
(Conchas, 2002). As a result, the Medical Academy was able to achieve significant benefits from 
this education model; intentional efforts by the Medical Academy faculty helped to develop a 
curriculum that catered to the diverse needs of the student population that provided the students 
with the tools necessary for social flexibility (Conchas, 2002). 
Small Learning Communities for Teachers 
 Cotton (2001) expressed that teachers can have a significant impact on student learning 
through SLCs because the small learning environment provides teachers with an opportunity to 
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adjust instructional practices to meet the individual needs of their students. Personalized learning 
for students is one of the primary factors to consider for academic achievement (Froiland, Oros, 
Smith, & Hirchert, 2012). SLCs allow teachers to create a classroom climate where student 
personalization is a priority (Quint, 2006). While the number of students enrolled in small 
learning communities may vary, learning communities are “small” when a group of teachers can 
collaborate and develop a plan that meets the needs of individual students and develop a 
partnership with parents (Cotton, 2001). The standard arrangement of small learning 
communities involves core content teachers that instruct the same group of students (Cotton, 
2001). In this model, each teacher can make decisions that they believe best fit the needs of the 
team (Douglass, 2009). 
Small Learning Communities for Students 
Small learning communities have proven to have a positive impact on minority and 
disadvantaged students (Javian, 2004; Lee & Smith, 1995); however, small learning communities 
alone will not increase student teaching (Charlton et al., 2013). Research suggests that while 
students develop better relationships with their peers and leaders in the school building, school 
districts must commit to professional development that caters to instructional improvement to 
increase academic achievement (Charlton et al., 2013). Data is one of the most important factors 
to consider when aiming to improve the effectiveness of SLCs (Oxley, 2006). SLCs allow 
teachers to work closely with a cohort of students, which not only allows them to track data more 
efficiently but also, it provides teachers with the opportunity to quickly address and respond to 
student needs (Oxley, 2006). In a comparative analysis of SLCs implemented in Philadelphia and 
Cincinnati in 1990 conducted by Supovitz & Cristman (2005), it was determined that in SLCs in 
which teachers focused on instructional improvement, students showed an increase in academic 
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improvement (Charlton et al., 2013). An intentional focus on the continual success of SLCs is 
important to the sustainability of career academies. Some important elements include: 
● An inventory of all existing improvement plans 
● Scheduled time used to collaborate with colleagues 
● Develop small groups of staff and stakeholders dedicated to working on specific areas of 
reform 
●  Discuss data about the effectiveness of the SLCs with small groups to make informed 
decisions that assist in achieving goals (Oxley, Barton, & Klump, 2006). 
Small learning communities have proven to better serve high school students (Cotton, 2001), 
but they are especially beneficial for ninth graders because the academy structure provides 
students with additional support in a newer and bigger institution (Mizelle, 1999). Strakiss, 
(2010) explains that the transition from eighth to ninth grade requires more of an emphasis on 
academic and behavior expectations and support. 
The accountability requirements of NCLB required states to take action in reducing the high 
school dropout rate (US Department of Education, 2008). As a result, public schools began to 
implement several reforms, like small learning communities, to focus on increasing student 
achievement (Smerdon & Cohen, 2009). 119 high schools in 27 states with more than 1000 
students enrolled were given federal funds to use towards developing small learning 
communities (US Department of Education, 2008). After receiving the grant in 2000, the US 
Department of Education completed an analysis of eighteen schools that implemented a small 
freshmen program (US Department of Education, 2008). The analysis was conducted at the 
beginning of the spring of 2002, with a final report completed in 2008 (US Department of 
Education, 2008). 96 percent of the schools were located in or near urban areas, and one-third of 
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the schools had a minority enrollment of 50 percent or higher increase attendance rates (US 
Department of Education, 2008). 
In applying for the grant, schools expressed that the primary purpose for establishing the SLC 
was to: 
● increase student academic achievement of at-risk students  
● increase student motivation and morale 
● increase graduation rates 
● improve promotion rates, primarily between ninth and tenth grade 
● improve student-teacher relationships 
● increase attendance rates (US Department of Education, 2008). 
The Department of Education also recommended twelve personalized strategies. Changing 
classrooms to foster smallness, implementing a student-teacher mentor program, and changing 
schedules so students maintain the same teachers for multiple years were two common 
recommendations (Starr, 2012). According to the report, many schools made changes that only 
focused on one area of the institution’s structure (US Department of Education, 2008). For 
example, a school might have attempted to implement a student-teacher mentor program without 
making any changes to the classroom structure (Starr, 2012). Most schools implemented four or 
five of the recommended strategies (Starr, 2012). 
 The outcome of the academic achievement was measured by the results of their 11th-
grade assessments in math and language arts (Starr, 2012). Although there was no statistically 
significant change in the percentage at or above proficiency in reading or math, there was an 
improvement in the graduation and promotion rates (Starr, 2012).  
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 The Baltimore City Public School System (BCPSS) in Maryland initiated a large high 
school reorganization effort by opening 18 small schools between 2002 and 2006 (Smerdon & 
Cohen, 2009). The new high school structures included several small school institutions. During 
the transformation, the district required the schools to implement three principles. They were to 
create small supportive structures, a rigorous academic standard, and establish accountability 
systems for instruction and leadership in an effort to improve educational opportunities and 
academic achievement (Smerdon & Cohen, 2009). BCPSS is one of the largest school districts in 
Maryland and 88.9% of its student population is African-American (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2007). After evaluating the effects of the transformation, scores for ninth 
graders in new small schools increased by 14 percentage points; the high school graduation rate 
also increased in the new small school by 10 percent (Smerdon & Cohen, 2009). 
Career Academy Studies 
 The Manpower Distribution Research Corporation (MDRC) directed a five-year 
evaluation of nine career academies that consisted of 1,900 students in high-risk, medium-risk, 
and low-risk subgroups (Kemple & Snipes, 2000). The assessment determined that high school 
career academies create a more supportive environment and increase students’ exposure to 
workforce learning experiences (Kemple & Snipes, 2000). Career academies are also a useful 
tool for decreasing the likelihood of at-risk students dropping out of high school or participating 
in negative behaviors (Kemple & Snipes, 2000). Additionally, students enrolled in career 
academies demonstrate higher attendance rates and are more likely to graduate high school 
within four years (Kemple & Snipes, 2000). In contrast, the MDRC study found that the career 
academies did not have a positive impact on standardized test scores in math or reading for either 
of the subgroups (Kemple & Snipes, 2000).  
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New York City P-Tech 9-14 
The Manpower Distribution Research Corporation (MDRC) delivered a report in May 
2020, analyzing the New York City P-TECH 9-14 model. This model is very similar to the 
career academy model because it combines the secondary, higher education, and workforce 
systems to create an educational experience that benefits all stakeholders involved by providing 
students with an education that prepares them for college and careers (Rosen et al., 2020). P-
TECH 9-14 is designed to help students transition into their desired career fields and lessen the 
likelihood of students failing or dropping out. P-TECH 9-14 schools develop partnerships with 
local colleges to provide students with opportunities to earn a high school diploma and a free 
industry-recognized associate degree. During the six-year program, employers work with P-
TECH 9-14 schools by providing students with internships, mentorships, and opportunities to job 
shadow (Rosen et al., 2020). Within this study, the MDRC evaluated the first seven P-TECH 9-
14 schools that opened in New York City. Most of the students in the sample who participated 
were below proficient in both math and English before entering high school (Rosen et al., 2020).  
The P-TECH 9-14 model begins when students are in ninth grade and provides students 
with workplace learning experiences and opportunities to earn up to 60 college credits. In high 
school, students are expected to complete a rigorous academic curriculum, pass the New York 
Regents exam, and attain career and technical education (Rosen et al., 2020). As students move 
to transition into each grade level in high school, they begin taking college visits and are 
expected to enroll in college credit courses. By the time they have graduated from high school, 
students are exposed to careers through mentorship, job shadowing, and interning (Rosen et al., 
2020). This report found that P-TECH 9-14 students earned more total credits than students in 
other schools. Also, at the end of two years of high school, 42 percent of P-TECH 9-14 students 
34 
 
had passed the ELA Regents exam (standardized test) with a score qualifying them for dual-
enrollment in City University of New York (CUNY) courses, compared with 25 percent of 
comparison group students. By the end of three years, the gap was smaller but still favored P-
TECH 9-14 students (Rosen et al., 2020).  
Academy Implementation Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools 
 Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) began implementing academies in the 
1990s (Charlton et al., 2013). In an interview with Starr Hermann, then MNPS Academies 
Manager, she explained that before the implementation of academies, MNPS experienced low 
attendance graduation rates and high dropout rates. Students were dropping out as early as ninth 
grade, and they were performing poorly on high-stakes tests. There was an increase in gang 
activity and disciplinary problems within schools, and the district was facing budget cuts in CTE 
(Charlton et al., 2013). Hermann explained that students were also apathetic towards education 
because they did not see the correlation between high school and their future endeavors 
(Charlton et al., 2013). Hermann also mentioned that at the time, there were more than 10,000 
people between the ages of 16-24 that were not in school and did not have a job, and 50% of 
those people did not have a high school diploma (Charlton et al., 2013). Hermann saw this as an 
opportunity to reform the high schools in the district and increase economic productivity 
(Charlton et al., 2013). 
 Glencliff High School served as the first site to implement career academies of MNPS in 
the 1990s (Charlton et al., 2013). After seeing the positive impact career academies had on the 
students and overall school culture, Hermann began developing a plan to help the eight MNPS 
principals who were interested in reforming their institutions (Charlton et al., 2013). Throughout 
this process, Alignment Nashville and the Chambers of Commerce provided a grant for leaders 
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within the school district to visit other districts who were implementing academies and develop a 
transformational model for MNPS (Charlton et al., 2013). Using this research, leaders of MNPS 
and Alignment Nashville wrote a grant proposal regarding small learning communities and was 
awarded $6.5 million from the US Department of Education to implement academies or small 
learning communities (Charlton et al., 2013). 
 The structure of the academy placed all 9th graders in an academy and 10th-12th grade 
students in themed academies. The purpose of the academy structure is to allow teachers to have 
common planning periods while students work in a cohort model (Charlton et al., 2013). 
Assistant principals, counselors, and academy coaches are also assigned to specific academies. 
 Hermann further explained that partnerships with corporations within the community 
were also vital during the implementation of the academy because they provide students with 
opportunities for job shadowing, internships, field trips, and mentorship (Charlton et al., 2013). 
Additionally, leaders of these corporations provide school leaders with advice and suggestions 
for the success and sustainability of the academy structure (Charlton et al., 2013). Throughout 
this study, researchers also interviewed Jay Steele, MNPS Chief Academic Officer, and he 
discussed the increase in student engagement which is likely due to the relevance students see in 
the curriculum (Charlton et al., 2013). 
New Challenges 
 In the 1900s, globalization was beginning to accelerate as a result of World War I. 
Simultaneously, the Spanish influenza began to affect many countries causing a global health 
pandemic (Dehner, 2012). In 1918, at least 50 million people worldwide died as a result of 
having the flu (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2018). Due to the nature of 
this disease, health professionals and policymakers found it necessary to study and prepare for 
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potential pandemics (Dehner, 2012). The World Influenza Centre, which was created in 1947 
and is now overseen by the World Health Organization (WHO), is charged with detecting and 
performing research on pandemics in an effort to produce medicine and vaccines that lessen the 
impact of pandemics on society (Dehner, 2012). Currently, society is battling another pandemic 
caused by COVID-19. During the COVID-19 outbreak, all non-essential businesses closed and 
educational institutions were forced to rely on virtual education platforms (Anderson, 2020).   
COVID-19 and Long Term School Closures 
 Post-secondary institutions have offered online courses for students to continue to pursue 
degrees or certifications while maintaining a school-life balance. Due to the global shutdown 
caused by COVID-19, all higher education institutions were forced to transfer their entire 
education structure to online platforms (Finnegan-Kessie et al., 2020). Morocco was one of the 
first countries to transition to online education as a response to the pandemic, and in a recent 
study, researchers surveyed professors and students from 15 Moroccan universities to identify 
the limitations faced by professors and students when using online platforms for education. 
Within this study, researchers found that only 27.7% of the professors had taught online courses 
and 64.36% had undergone training on distance learning platforms (El Firdoussi et al., 2020). 
Additionally, researchers found that 69.65% of students stated that they preferred face-to-face 
teaching (El Firdoussi et al., 2020).  
In a recent study conducted at Maynooth University, researchers analyzed how professors 
and students in higher education transitioned from in-person to online teaching. Professors 
expressed that transitioning content to an online platform was easy, but they were concerned 
about the value of online education for students because they do not believe online learning is as 
beneficial as in-person education (Finnegan-Kessie et al., 2020). Within this study, highly 
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engaged and motivated college students expressed a lack of engagement and motivation due to 
exam cancellations and the physical closure of the institution. Students expressed that they 
structured their days around being on campus. The time between each lecture allowed students to 
stay on campus and study or work on assignments while being at home with extra time on their 
hands led them to be less productive (Finnegan-Kessie et al., 2020). 
 College students have also struggled to maintain mental and emotional health after 
having their schedules disrupted by the global shutdown (Finnegan-Kessie et al., 2020). Students 
and professors who attend or serve as leaders at Maynooth implemented support systems that 
provided other students with safe spaces to discuss how they are feeling or to simply have a 
conversation (Finnegan-Kessie et al., 2020). According to a 2012 study conducted by the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI):  
● One in four adults between the ages of 18 and 24 have a mental illness; 
● 64% of young adults who are no longer in college are not attending college because of 
their mental health; 
● 45% of young adults who stopped attending college as a result of their mental health did 
not request accommodations from their professors or university while enrolled; 
● 40% of students with diagnosable mental health conditions did not seek help primarily 
due to stigmas associated with mental health (NAMI, 2012). 
Despite statistics that advocate for mental health support systems in universities and colleges, 




CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
Research Design 
 The literature review presented earlier in this study presents a wealth of growing research 
on wall-to-wall career academies, the benefits of them, and the areas in which the model could 
improve. While extensive research exists, there is limited evidence to determine if students, who 
are ideally the focal point of all decisions made in education, feel they benefit from career 
academy models while enrolled in them and if the career academies further prepare them for 
postsecondary success. This chapter addresses the methodology that was used to answer the 
research question and sub-questions identified in Chapter 1. This study primarily relied on a 
questionnaire survey. The researcher collected and organized the responses and identified themes 
across the participants. 
 Questionnaire surveys allow participants to provide their perspectives anonymously. 
Additionally, electronically distributing questionnaires limits the physical distance between the 
researcher and participants (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013). Furthermore, online respondents 
have proven to submit more robust responses to open-ended questions, which assists in the 
trustworthiness of the analysis (Van Selm & Jankowski 2006). Questionnaire surveys also allow 
the participants to reflect on their experiences prior to submitting an answer. Qualitative studies 
often use questionnaire surveys to determine patterns in how participants learned about the 
programs involved in the study, what experiences offered by the program that participants found 
most valuable, and outcomes of participation (Patton, 2015).  
 The questionnaire survey used a combination of quantitative questions that are scaled and 
multiple-choice questions in addition to open-ended questions. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) 
explain that using quantitative and qualitative approaches can provide comprehensive evidence. 
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Closed question responses are easily coded and analyzed; however, researchers encourage the 
use of combination questions that request for the participant to elaborate on their perspective. 
Combination questions helped to avoid limitations on gathering each participant's perspective 
(McGuirk & O’Neill, 2016). Open-ended questions are most likely to provide researchers with 
in-depth responses regarding participants’ experiences (McGuirk & O’Neill, 2016). Qualitative 
methods are used to draw conclusions about participants’ different experiences and perspectives, 
which allows researchers to analyze topics without the constraints typically associated with 
quantitative research (Guest et al., 2013).  
Significance of Study 
 College and career readiness determine the effectiveness of secondary institutions; 
however, the persistence of the achievement gap, the questionable data on college and career 
readiness exams, and the lack of soft skills necessary for success in the workforce illustrate the 
need for this study. Specific experiences documented by students who have graduated from the 
career academy model will determine what Black and Hispanic students find to be effective and 
necessary educational experiences that will lead to postsecondary success. The researcher 
analyzed the information gathered from this study and determined possible opportunities for 
reform. 
Research Questions 
 The primary research question is: Does the wall-to-wall career academy model 
prepare Black and Hispanic students for acceptance into a postsecondary setting? 
1. Does the career academy model have an impact on a student’s engagement?  




3. What do minority students perceive to be the obstacles in achieving social success in the 
academy model?  
4. What do minority students perceive to be the key to earning a post-secondary opportunity 
in the academy model? 
5. What opportunities could schools afford to support the post-secondary success of 
minority students? 
The sub-questions were used to provide the researcher with narrower answers that can assist in 
answering the research question. The sub-questions for this study captured each participant's 
experience while enrolled in the academy model and how their experiences may or may not have 
had an impact on their postsecondary success. Additionally, the sub-questions support the 
literature in that each question refers to the factors that contribute to the effectiveness of an 
institution and its students. 
Description of Population and Sampling Procedures 
 Purposeful sampling is often used in qualitative research for selected groups (Patton, 
2015). For the purposes of this study, the purposeful sampling strategy was used as a means of 
acquiring participants. The participants of this study graduated from any of the following career 
academies: (a) public service, (b) engineering and advanced manufacturing, (c) health services, 
or (d) business and entrepreneurship. The participants serve as representatives of the graduating 
class of 2020. This class was the first class to experience four years of the career academy 
model. Each participant completed an anonymous questionnaire survey. Each school year, the 
counseling department at the site placement coordinates an exit survey that seniors complete in 
which they provide counselors with an email address that is not associated with their high school 
email address. Upon receiving IRB approval to conduct this study, the researcher collected the 
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email addresses of potential participants from the counseling department of an urban school in 
Indiana and sent the letter of invitation and consent form. The study lasted from December 2020 
to January 2021. The Google Form did not collect email addresses or names, and the responses 
to the questionnaire survey auto-populated into a spreadsheet.  
 The organization was chosen because the participants of this study had been enrolled in 
the career academy since its implementation and can provide credible perspectives on its 
effectiveness. 
Contact and Protection of Participants 
Upon IRB approval the researcher sent the invitation, consent form, and questionnaire 
survey to over 100 2020 graduates. All participants were either 18 or older. Of the 33 
participants that agreed to participate, seven were Hispanic, 14 were White, 10 were Black, and 
two were Biracial and identified as Black and White. Although the basis of this study was to 
determine the effectiveness of the career academy model from the perspective of Black and 
Hispanic students, having White students participate in this study can determine if there are 
differences in student perceptions and experiences while enrolled in the career academy model 
across the dominant populations. Biracial students also provide a unique perspective. While there 
are very few of the participants identified as Biracial, Black and White, research indicates that 
there are academic achievement gaps between Black and Biracial students and White and 
Biracial students. Biracial students have performed better than Black students in Math and 
Reading while White students performed slightly better than biracial students in those same 
content areas (NAEP, 2019). Additionally, a comparison of the responses from participants of 
each ethnic background can contribute to the researcher’s findings and potential 
recommendations for education reform.  
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Participants completed the questionnaire and responses auto-populated into a spreadsheet 
that did not collect names or any identifiable information. The researcher manually examined 
themes in each of the participants' responses, and then used coding, specifically for the open-
ended questions, using Nvivo which provided additional analysis of themes. Nvivo is considered 
to be the elite software for qualitative and mixed method studies and the organization prides 
itself in allowing researchers to analyze data with advanced tools, ask complex questions to 
identify emerging themes, and draw logical conclusions (“About Nvivo,” n.d.). Although there 
are many software systems available for qualitative data analysis, unlike other software, Nvivo is 
compatible with Mac and Windows computer systems, so the researcher could easily access data 
on different devices after downloading the Google spreadsheet as an excel document and 
uploading it into Nvivo (“Nvivo,” n.d.). Nvivo also assisted in establishing credibility by 
allowing the researcher to import responses and run a query to determine how the findings 
compare with the literature review. The quantitative questions required the researcher to use 
some descriptive statistics throughout the presentation of the data.  
Data was kept confidential by using a password-protected computer. Throughout this 
study, and upon data collection and analysis, no personal information will be accessible to 
anyone other than the researcher.  
Coding and Themes 
 Determining codes and themes helped the researcher analyze the data. As the data auto-
populated into the spreadsheet, the researcher began identifying themes by highlighting the 
responses to the open-ended questions that had similar responses. Then, responses were coded 
using Nvivo. Nvivo allows researchers to use matrix coding queries to compare what different 
sub-groups have said. The researcher referred to each participant by number to preserve 
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anonymity. Nvivo allowed the researcher to create codes that aligned with themes from literature 
and new themes presented throughout the results. 
Limitations of the Study  
 Qualitative research, specifically research that is focused on specific demographics in one 
location can present limitations with validity and generalizability. External validity refers to the 
ability to generalize the findings of a study to other populations, settings, or times (Lewis, 2009). 
While the settings and populations outlined in the literature review are similar to the site of this 
study, access to physical resources or educational experiences across diverse populations differs 
and can determine student perceptions. Moreover, the participants of this study experienced a 
global shutdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic that began in the middle of their final spring 
semester. Although another health pandemic can occur in the future, external validity and 





CHAPTER IV: ANALYSIS & FINDINGS 
 Determining themes across responses to open-ended questions can be difficult because it 
requires careful consideration of each participant’s background and his or her academy 
enrollment. In contrast, analyzing responses to open-ended questions that are accompanied by 
scaled questions presents a more holistic view of the data, which helps the researcher determine a 
response to the research question and where to begin future studies.  
This chapter outlines the findings following data analysis. The purpose of this study was 
to examine the effectiveness of the career academy model from the perspective of Black and 
Hispanic students who have graduated from a career academy. Effectiveness was measured by 
student perceptions of their accessibility to learning experiences and engagement while enrolled 
in a career academy model. Most existing research on career academy models primarily comes 
from policymakers or institution personnel who are charged with implementing college and 
career initiatives. The researcher sought to understand how the career academy model is 
perceived by students, specifically, how Black and Hispanic students’ perceptions may differ 
from White students’ perceptions.  
 The primary research question this study sought to answer was, “Does the wall-to-wall 
career academy model prepare Black and Hispanic students for acceptance into a postsecondary 
opportunity?” The questions guiding this study were: (a) Does the career academy model have an 
impact on a student’s engagement? (b) What do minority students perceive to be obstacles in 
achieving academic success in the academy model? (c) What do minority students perceive to be 
the obstacles in achieving social success in the academy model? (d) What do minority students 
perceive to be the key to earning a post-secondary opportunity in the academy model? (e) What 
opportunities could schools afford to support the post-secondary success of minority students? 
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This chapter begins with an overview of how responses were collected and how the qualitative 
data were analyzed. 
Data Analysis Procedures and Participant Demographics 
 A questionnaire consisting of qualitative and quantitative questions was used to gather 
information from 2020 graduates who were enrolled in a career academy during their four years 
of high school. Each school year, the counseling department at the site placement coordinates an 
exit survey that seniors complete in which they provide counselors with an email address that is 
not associated with their high school email address. Upon receiving IRB approval to conduct this 
study, the researcher collected the email addresses of potential participants from the counseling 
department, blind carbon copied them into an email and sent the letter of invitation and consent 
form which contained a link to the questionnaire survey which was in a Google Form. The study 
lasted from December 2020 to January 2021. The Google Form did not collect email addresses 
or names, and the responses to the questionnaire survey auto-populated into a spreadsheet.  
Thirty-three career academy graduates participated in the study. Of those participants, 14 
were White, 10 were Black, two were Biracial and identified as Black and White, and seven 
were Hispanic. Table 1 illustrates the background of participants and the academies they were 
enrolled in. Although the study focused on the perceptions of the effectiveness of the career 
academy model for Black and Hispanic students, this study presented an opportunity to compare 
minority perceptions and those of the majority.  
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Table 1  
Participant Background and Academy Enrollment 
Participant I am I was enrolled in 
Participant 1 Black Health Services Academy 
Participant 2 Black Health Services Academy 
Participant 3 Black Public Service Academy 
Participant 4 Black Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
Participant 5 Black Public Service Academy 
Participant 6 Black Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
Participant 7 Black Public Service Academy 
Participant 8 Black Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
Participant 9 Black Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 








Health Services Academy 
Participant 13 Hispanic Public Service Academy 
Participant 14 Hispanic Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
Participant 15 Hispanic Health Services Academy 
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Participant 16 Hispanic Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 
Participant 17 Hispanic Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
Participant 18 Hispanic Health Services Academy 
Participant 19 Hispanic Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 
Participant 20 White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 
Participant 21 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 22 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 23 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 24 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 25 White Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
Participant 26 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 27 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 28 White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 
Participant 29 White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 
Participant 30 White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 
Participant 31 White Health Services Academy 
Participant 32 White Public Service Academy 
Participant 33 White Public Service Academy 
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The survey questions were designed to determine similarities and differences, if any, in 
student engagement, obstacles students face while trying to succeed in the academy model, and 
what students need to earn a postsecondary opportunity across Black, Hispanic, and White 
students. Descriptive statistics were used to provide a more concise representation of trends 
within the data. Participants responded to a series of open-ended, multiple-choice, and multiple 
selection questions. The researcher used Nvivo qualitative software to determine codes and 
display themes in the data.  
Engagement 
 The first theme that arose from the research was student interest or engagement. Student 
engagement was determined by the participants’ attendance and their level of interest in school 
since being enrolled in the academy model. The researcher included a question asking students 
which academy they were enrolled in because, through the analysis, the researcher wanted to 
explore any difference in student perceptions based on the academy students had chosen. The 
literature review discussed the strengths and weaknesses of implementing a choice-based system 
such as the career academy model. One of the weaknesses of the career academy model is that 
historical practices within a student’s culture can play a role in his or her career choice. In turn, 
many schools have struggled to enroll a diverse student population across their academies. 
Identifying trends in engagement in each academy can lend itself to future research based on the 
instructional differences, educational experiences, and demographics of the students in each 
academy. Appendix C illustrates the race, academy, and how often students who were more 
interested in school due to their academy attended school.  
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 Research indicates that engagement is a factor that can contribute to a student’s 
attendance. Also, Chapter 2 discusses how in some districts, low attendance rates have led to 
high dropout rates (Charlton et al., 2013). Studies show that a person with a high school diploma 
is more likely to earn a postsecondary opportunity (French & Fisher, 2009).  
Factors Contributing to Engagement 
 Participants who stated that they became more interested in school as a result of the 
academy structure were given an optional multiple selection questions to determine what factors 
contributed to their engagement. The researcher offered several options for the participants to 
select because research indicates that students can be emotionally, intellectually, or behaviorally 
engaged. Each type of engagement can have an impact on the other. The options for this question 
included: 
● Teachers, 
● Having classes with students who had similar interests, 
● Focusing on my future career path, or 
● Other. 
The options students selected represented each type of engagement that has been 
discussed in previous research. Teachers and peers with similar interests can have an impact on 
emotional engagement because, in these spaces, students develop a sense of belonging. 
Additionally, a curriculum that is designed to focus on one’s career path can have an impact on 
intellectual engagement. When students are intellectually engaged, they value what is being 
taught. Research indicates that emotional and intellectual engagement will determine one’s 
behavioral engagement. Researchers find that this is especially true for minority students who 
may struggle academically.  
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Three of the 17 participants who suggested they were more engaged in school since being 
enrolled in the academy model identified “Focusing on my future career path” as the only factor 
that contributed to their increased interest in school. The remaining 14 participants stated that 
“Teachers” or “Having classes with students who had similar interests” or a combination of the 
two along with “Focusing on my future career path” were factors contributing to their increased 
interest in school. Researchers discuss the complexity of student engagement, by explaining that 
institutions must consider the diverse values and motives that students bring to the classroom. 
Students’ funds of knowledge along with the school structure have a major impact on 
engagement. 
School-to-Work Opportunities 
 For this study, it is important to consider the opportunities presented by each academy. 
Identifying the opportunities and the access students had to these opportunities allowed the 
researcher to consider the literature on access and equity to quality education and educational 
experiences from the student perspective. Many of the participants stated that their academy 
offered “Prosser,” a career preparation education center, and field trips that provided experiences 
in the career field, and hands-on work experience to prepare them for college or career; however, 
17 participants indicated that circumstances were limiting their ability to take advantage of these 
opportunities. Two of the Black participants, one enrolled in the Business & Entrepreneurship 
Academy and one enrolled in the Public Service Academy, stated that they were “unaware” of 
the opportunities presented by their academy. One Black participant who was also enrolled in the 
Public Service Academy stated that they were “required to work to support their family.” 
Another Black participant who was enrolled in the Public Service Academy stated that they did 
“not think the options presented to me will prepare me for my future.” 
51 
 
 Hispanic participants, specifically those in the Business and Entrepreneurship and Health 
Services Academy, stated that COVID-19 put a halt to their ability to work in large groups of 
people; however, one Hispanic participant who was enrolled in the Public Service Academy 
stated that they were “unaware” of the opportunities presented by their academy. 
 White participants expressed similar reasons as to why they did not take advantage of the 
opportunities provided to them in their academy. Three participants stated that they were 
“unaware,” and all of them were enrolled in the Public Service Academy. Two participants stated 
COVID-19 limited their ability to continue to work with large groups of people; one student was 
enrolled in the Public Service Academy, and one was enrolled in the Health Services Academy. 
One participant who was enrolled in the Public Service Academy indicated that they had become 
less engaged and “no longer wished to be in the academy” in which they were enrolled.  
Relationships between leaders in educational institutions and their students play a large 
role in determining the potential success of students. Research indicates that relationships 
between students and teachers can help students develop an emotional engagement with their 
school, which, in turn, assists in higher academic achievement. Relationships and personal issues 
were an issue for two participants: 
Participant 33 “I had a hard time trying to establish a trusting relationship with the 
academy counselor which I felt limited my opportunities in the academy.” 
Participant 26 “My relationships with teachers or other sponsors in the academy 




Factors Limiting Engagement 
 Participants who stated they became less interested in school as a result of being enrolled 
in the academy model were asked to select what factors caused them to become less interested. 
Of the five participants, one was Black, was enrolled in the Public Service Academy, and 
attended school 90% of the time or more. One participant was Hispanic, was enrolled in the 
Business & Entrepreneurship Academy, and also attended school 90% of the time or more. Both 
participants stated that they “had no interest in my academy,” and “liked having classes with 
people who have different interests.” The remaining three participants were White and were 
enrolled in the Public Service Academy. Two participants attended school 75% of the time or 
more, and one participant attended school 50% of the time or more. One of these participants 
stated that the factors that limited his/her engagement were “teachers,” and he/she “liked having 
classes with people who have different interests.” The remaining participant stated that he/she 
“had no interest in my academy,” “liked having classes with people who had different interests” 
and “other.” Participant 32 went on to explain:  
“In all honesty, I felt the academy system held me back instead of pushing me forward. I 
was undecided as to what career I wanted to pursue during my time at ____ High. High 
school should be a time to explore the unknown and see what things a student is most 
interested in learning. The academy system locked me into a box of public service instead 
of teaching me more about what opportunities I could have or enjoy across the board.” 
 Research states that one of the benefits of the career academy model is providing students 
with a small-school experience. Due to high enrollment, counselors must balance the academies 
when students transfer into the school or neglect to choose an academy in the spring of their 
freshman year. When these instances occur, counselors have a conversation with the student, but 
scheduling based on a student’s interest becomes less of a priority and more of a focus on class 
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sizes and teacher-student compatibility. Of the 33 participants, four stated that they were 
“assigned” to their academy. 
Obstacles to Success 
 Students who are preparing for post-secondary opportunities need several skills to be 
successful. In this study, many participants indicated that despite their academies presenting 
opportunities such as, “internships,” “hands-on work experience,” and “field trips” designed to 
help students prepare for college or careers, some participants stated that other barriers were 
limiting their ability to succeed academically or in another postsecondary setting. Some 
participants indicated that their experience with the academy model did not contribute to their 
postsecondary preparation. 
 Using codes in Nvivo, the researcher identified four themes in response to “Have you 
faced any obstacles you cannot control that have limited your ability to succeed academically or 
in a postsecondary setting (college, workforce, or military)? If yes, explain those obstacles 
below.” Based on the similarities of the answers, the themes included, “preparedness,” 
“personnel,” “mental health,” and “COVID-19.” Participant 1 spoke to their lack of preparation 
by stating, “I was most definitely not prepared for how hard [college] is or online learning.” 
Some participants explained that a culmination of factors led to a difficult first year of college. 
 “Covid has had an extreme impact on my first year of college. I flunked all my classes. 
It’s extremely hard for a first-year college student to get used to the workload that’s 
given. It was almost to the point it was depressing considering I had a whole first year 




Personal and interpersonal connections are vital in K-12 education, but one of the primary assets 
of the academy model is the small school feeling and working with the same teachers, counselor, 
and administrator throughout one’s high school career. This component of the academy structure 
has given teachers the opportunity to identify specific student needs and build positive 
relationships. Establishing connections with new leaders in education was an obstacle for some 
participants as they transitioned into postsecondary institutions. 
The only obstacle that’s limited my ability to succeed more is I am more of a visual 
learner and I need someone to show me how to do things and having some professors or 
teachers who don’t really accommodate to that is kind of hard for me to do my best! And 
what I mean by this is some of my professors and teachers in the past won’t do zoom 
classes to teach but I can’t learn if I don’t see someone teaching or showing me what I 
need to do, (Participant 21).  
Participant 15’s response indicates that the transition to a postsecondary institution was difficult 
possibly because he/she did not feel his/her needs were as valuable to her new institution as she 
had felt in her secondary school setting.  
When I was enrolling for college my advisors and few other people didn’t take me 
seriously. They kind of just brush off everything I asked and move on to the next. I don’t 
know if it was because I was alone, who I was, what I looked like, or the fact that I 
couldn’t afford college. However, when I tried to talk with somebody about the situation 




Online Learning & COVID-19 
 COVID-19 has had a major impact on education and the workforce. While many people 
learned to work from home, and educational institutions offered distance learning options, it 
seemed each sector of education struggled to adapt to online learning expectations. Although 
higher education institutions have traditionally offered online or hybrid courses, high school 
graduates or non-traditional college students who were enrolling into a postsecondary institution 
in the summer or fall of 2020 were forced to quickly adapt to changes brought on by the global 
pandemic as well as a new style of learning.  
Online learning has created barriers between the relationships educators build with 
students, and it has further demonstrated how important the social aspect of schools, in each 
sector, is to students and educators. An overwhelming number of participants stated that 
COVID-19 and the global shutdown had an impact on their transition into a post-secondary 
setting. Participant 8 explained, “Due to COVID-19, making connections and being able to 
attend events that would benefit my future career has become harder.” Despite implementing 
eLearning days and requiring students to use their Chromebooks daily, many participants 
discussed the difficulty in online learning. Originally, eLearning days were designed for 
temporary school closures due to inclement weather or other unforeseen circumstances. 
Participants of this study indicated that they were not prepared for a long-term school closure 
that inevitably led to non-traditional learning. Some participants identified personal issues 
coupled with the nature of online learning as being the most difficult barrier to postsecondary 
success. 
“The number one obstacle would be the challenge or adjustment to online learning. It 
needs to be more effective and implemented properly to meet the needs of students. As it 
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stands most students I’ve come across believe they are essentially teaching themselves in 
the courses that are online” (Participant 4). 
Participants also indicated that online learning has exposed the importance of communication 
between professors and students, particularly first-year college students. 
“I cannot succeed in online-only classes so at the moment I am no longer going to 
college. Professors do not want to answer emails, join zoom calls, etc. and it takes a toll 
when something is due at 11:59 and they don’t respond until the next day,” (Participant 
22). 
While online learning platforms have been a transition for new college students and employees, 
participants also identified mental and physical health concerns and other circumstances as 
obstacles to succeeding in a postsecondary setting. 
“My anxiety has really taken over my daily life since high school and it makes things 
harder than they should be. I wish I could have better health and have more confidence 
instead of having to deal with myself before I can make any move,” Participant 13. 
The media shared information about COVID-19 and how it affected people across the world. 
One participant explained that unexpected deaths and contracting the virus themselves led to a 
difficult transition into college. 
“Multiple deaths in my family caused by COVID-19 and me getting COVID-19 as well 
took me away from campus and restricted me doing my school work effectively and 
efficiently; leading to a not so successful first semester,” Participant 23. 
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Adapting to Diversity 
Participant 9 indicated that COVID-19 caused them to experience a rough transition into 
college, but they also spoke about having to adapt to having professors that come from different 
backgrounds.  
It didn't really limit my ability to succeed academically in my first semester in college, I 
feel like having a lot more diverse professors and being online this semester might limit 
my ability to succeed academically in the future,” Participant 9. 
Experience and Recommendations 
 The participants of this study have graduated from a career academy model, and while 
completing this questionnaire survey, they were asked to reflect on their experience in high 
school and identify the learning opportunities they believe are necessary to earn a scholarship or 
career opportunity in their desired field. In response to a multiple selection question, “More 
workplace experience,” “more education on the value of the career academy I had chosen and the 
opportunities I could have after graduation,” was selected 24 times; “Internships” was selected 
21 times, “Tutoring for struggling students” and “mentorships” was selected 14 times. Of the 33 
participants, 4 of the 14 White participants stated that they needed mentorship; 4 of the 10 Black 
participants stated they needed mentorship; 1 of the 2 Biracial participants needed mentorship; 2 
of the 7 Hispanic participants stated they needed mentorship. Of the participants, 9 Black 
participants, 5 Hispanic participants, and 10 White participants selected the option stating they 
needed “more education on the value of the career academy I had chosen and the opportunities I 
could have after graduation.”  
Participants went on to explain what kind of resources and additional support they needed 
from their academy to help them prepare for college or career. For the purpose of this study, 
resources are college and career preparation in any form. Participant 1 stated that they needed to 
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know “what to expect from both college and my career.” Participant 2 stated that they needed, 
“more college preparatory work from my teacher.” Participant 4 stated, “I needed scholarship 
suggestions, not the big ones everybody knew about but the ones that were hidden.” Participant 5 
stated that they needed “More education on college scholarships and the admission process.” 
Participants had vastly different experiences and consequently, had very different needs. 
Responses indicate that some students had access to resources and opportunities that better 
prepared them for postsecondary settings, while others had trouble transitioning from high 
school to college or careers. Participant 11 stated, “I had everything I needed as far as 
resources.” Participant 8 spoke about his/her experience as a student ambassador for his/her 
academy. Student ambassadors were nominated by their teachers to represent their academy. As 
an ambassador, students are expected to maintain good academic standing and attend field trips 
and externships that are aligned with their academy. Through these experiences, ambassadors 
share information with their peers and bring ideas for future academy learning experiences to 
academy leaders. Participant 8 spoke about his/her experience as an ambassador. 
“I was one of the student ambassadors for my academy and I had the opportunity to meet 
people that had succeeded in their careers and were willing to share their experiences 
which helped me with my own career decisions,” (Participant 8). 
College Preparation 
Many participants referred back to their lack of awareness and identified other resources 
they needed from their academy in order to prepare them for college. Participants discussed areas 




“I would have loved if they explained certain scholarships better--told us what schools 
were more affordable...explained the Tech program. It was mentioned but never 
explained to me while I was a high school student,” (Participant 15). 
Contrary to CTE programs of the past, the career academy model is designed to provide all 
students with educational experiences that prepare them for college and career. In theory, as 
students enter each grade level, they take more rigorous classes and become more comfortable 
with the transition from high school to college if they had aspirations to attend a postsecondary 
institution. Participants expressed what they believe they needed from their academies to feel 
more prepared for their transition into a postsecondary institution. Participant 17 stated, “I would 
have liked to know more about the types of classes I would need to take in college or how the job 
searching process works.” Participant 20 expressed similar sentiments, “I needed more 
information on schools that meet my interests.” Participant 25 also indicated that he/she was 
unprepared to decide on which college to attend: “I would have appreciated a better 
understanding of where I should have gone for college to get to my future career.” 
Career Preparation 
 Participants also explained how the resources they needed revolved around career 
preparation. When students choose their academies, one would assume that each academy is 
dedicated to ensuring that each student has multiple opportunities to get experience in various 
areas of their desired field.  
“I feel as if they should have had way more field trips. Having speakers from different 
engineering companies would have been fantastic as they could give us an idea of the 




Like the students who had expressed a need for more guidance as they prepared to enroll 
in a postsecondary institution, students who intended to enter the workforce after high school or 
who wanted to develop a better understanding of their future career while enrolled in their 
academy discussed what they believe they needed to be further prepared for their future careers:  
“I needed more help and information on the career itself. I needed help understanding what I can 
actually do in life with this career!” (Participant 21). 
Participant 27 expressed a similar need, but he/she also indicated that he/she wanted an authentic 
view of what the workforce would look and feel like: 
“I needed a class that would show different jobs and the benefits that they have in the “real” 
world. Not just what recruiters would tell us,” (Participant 27). 
Participant 33 stated that they “needed more cadet teaching time.” Cadet teaching is a 
component of a class offered in the public service academy. The purpose of the course is to 
provide students who wish to become teachers an opportunity to shadow teachers and develop 
some understanding about the profession. Participant 14 demonstrated a desire to develop skills 
that would increase their independence, “[I needed to] learn how to do everything I needed to do 
and not depend on adults to show me...like learning how to file taxes...and all the very essential 
survival things.” 
Structural Considerations 
 Literature states that academies should have 100-200 students to accommodate the needs 
of those students (Lanford & Maruco, 2019). Ideally, students are able to work closely with 
teachers that can guide students through college and career opportunities. What academies 
should look like in terms of course or career offerings is uncertain, perhaps this due to the 
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different economic needs of each community. Participant 24 explains his/her experience and 
offers some structural feedback. 
“There are so many career paths under the umbrella of Public Service that I think it was 
too difficult to try to aid students in furthering their preparation because the spectrum was 
too broad. If they split public service into certain work areas, like the arts, law and legal 
work, etc., that could give more opportunities to students in those specific areas within 
public service,” (Participant 24). 
Summary 
 This qualitative research study explored the perceptions and experiences of Black, 
Hispanic, and White people who graduated from a career academy in 2020. Although 
participants have different cultural backgrounds and were enrolled in different academies during 
their secondary education, participants shared similar experiences and expressed similar needs 
regarding their preparation for postsecondary opportunities. Participants determined their level of 
engagement due to the academy structure and identified what factors contributed to or limited 
their engagement. Participants who were more engaged expressed an appreciation for being able 
to focus on their future career paths, having classes with students who have similar interests, and 
their teacher. Participants who were less engaged explained that they appreciated having classes 
with peers who had different interests. Participants also indicated that their teachers led them to 
be less engaged. Participants discussed their need for more career preparatory courses and 
rigorous classes while in high school and factors that limited or increased their engagement in 
the academy structure. Participants also identified resources they believe would have been 
beneficial while enrolled in the academy model.  
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Participants also explained the difficulties they faced while transitioning to a 
postsecondary opportunity. Some participants explained that they were unprepared for the rigor 
and course load of college. COVID-19, developing relationships with leaders in postsecondary 
education, adapting to online learning, and managing mental and physical health were also 
common factors that limited participants’ ability to succeed in a postsecondary setting.  Some 
participants explained the limitations of implementing academies due to broad career options 
within an academy and for students who wish to explore career pathways that may not be 




CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS & DISCUSSION 
 In this chapter, the researcher will discuss implications from the conducted research study 
including conclusions about research questions. The researcher will also discuss the relationship 
of conclusions as they relate to the literature. Within this section, the author will summarize how 
the findings of this study align with P-20 initiatives that promote a seamless learning experience 
throughout transitions in education and into the workforce. This chapter will conclude with a 
discussion of the limitations of the study’s findings and give recommendations for future 
research.  
Summary 
 Literature on career academies primarily focuses on how educational leaders have 
transitioned from having a biased view of what vocational or CTE students should experience 
while in high school and what they should be able to achieve in post-secondary settings (Kwong, 
2010). In short, education leaders conditioned students to believe there were limitations to what 
they could and could not achieve. As economic and workforce needs began to shift, the 
perspective educational leaders had on an academic and vocational curriculum began to shift as 
well (Hershey et al., 1997). While most literature focuses on how career academies are structured 
to support low-income minority students and increase graduation rates, this study focuses on the 
differences between the perspectives Black, Hispanic, and White students have on the 
effectiveness of career academies while enrolled in them and as they enter a postsecondary 
setting. The structure of the career academy is vital to student success while enrolled in them, but 
the curriculum, learning experiences, and opportunities are just as important because those 
experiences, or lack thereof, can help determine a student’s preparation for life after high school. 
The researcher surveyed 33 participants who graduated from a diverse high school in  
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Indiana that implemented a career academy model in 2016. The participants belong to the 
graduating class of 2020 and they reflected on their experience while enrolled in the career 
academy model, if they felt prepared for a postsecondary setting, what they perceive to be what 
students need to be successful or earn an opportunity to be in a postsecondary setting, and how 
the global pandemic caused by COVID-19 highlighted some areas in which they were not 
prepared for such as the workload. Participants adapted to a new style of learning and new 
educational demands, but they were also forced to adapt to the teaching styles and expectations 
of new professors, failure, and mental and emotional health concerns that were caused by the 
global shutdown and feeling unprepared to commit to or succeed in a postsecondary opportunity. 
Conclusion: Answering Questions 
 The primary research question of this study was: Does the wall-to-wall career academy 
model prepare Black and Hispanic students for acceptance into a postsecondary setting?  
The following questions were used to guide the researcher: 
1. Does the career academy model have an impact on a student’s engagement?  
2. What do minority students perceive to be obstacles in achieving academic success in the 
academy model? 
3. What do minority students perceive to be the obstacles in achieving social success in the 
academy model?  
4. What do minority students perceive to be the key to earning a post-secondary opportunity 
in the academy model? 




This section will draw conclusions from the data with regards to the stated research question and 
sub-questions. 
RQ  
Does the wall-to-wall career academy model prepare Black and Hispanic students for 
success in a postsecondary setting? 
Engagement, Attendance, and Enrollment Patterns  
Research indicates that emotional, intellectual, and behavioral engagement have a direct 
impact on student success (Newton, 1992). Students who are successful academically are more 
likely to earn a high school diploma and compete and earn a position in the workforce than high 
school dropouts. Thus, students who are engaged in high school are more likely to be prepared 
for success in a postsecondary setting. Students who are engaged intellectually and emotionally 
find value in what they are learning and feel valued within the social structure of the school. 
Behavioral engagement is often a result of intellectual and emotional engagement. In this study, 
engagement is characterized by the level of interest in school due to the implementation of the 
career academy model and attendance rates. One could argue that preparation for a 
postsecondary opportunity begins with a student’s level of engagement in their secondary 
institution. 
When asked about their interest and attendance patterns in school, most participants 
stated that they became more interested in school due to being enrolled in the career academy 
and attended school 75% of the time or more. The majority of the participants who stated they 
became more interested in school as a result of the career academies were enrolled in the 
Engineering and Advanced Manufacturing Academy. The majority of Black and Hispanic 
participants of this study stated that they became more interested in school. The majority of 
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White participants stated that their interest in school did not change or they became less 
interested as a result of being enrolled in the career academy model.  
Students who are engaged are more likely to have high attendance rates (Fredricks & 
McColskey, 2012). Each of the participants who stated they became more interested in school as 
a result of the career academies attended school 75% of the time or more. While the Engineering 
& Manufacturing Academy was the most engaging academy across all participants, Public 
Service was the least engaging and participants reported having the lowest attendance rates in 
comparison to the other academies. Public Service also had the largest number of participants 
and was the least diverse.   
The Public Service Academy allows students to choose pathways in law and public 
safety, education, hospitality and agricultural science, and civic arts. This study suggests that 
although Public Service has the largest enrollment, it is the least diverse and least engaging. The 
majority of the participants who were in the public service academy in high school were White, 
but their perspective on their experience while enrolled in the academy indicates that the 
academy structure, despite increasing student engagement in other academies, may not prepare 
students for college or careers due to broad career pathways that lead to limited courses that are 
specific to each career pathway as stated by Participant 24. 
Post-secondary Preparation  
The Greater Clark County Schools mission is to ensure that every student graduates 
accepted to a post-secondary opportunity (Greater Clark County Schools). The mission statement 
served as the primary purpose for implementing the career academy model. Of course, to meet 
this mission, each institution in the district plays a vital role in preparing students to be accepted 
and to excel as they transition into life after high school. Preparation for post-secondary 
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opportunities varied among participants. Some participants indicated that they were fully 
prepared for postsecondary settings, while most participants struggled for several reasons that 
were out of their control.  
 Most participants of all races stated that they needed more learning experiences in high 
school to make decisions about their future and to be prepared for postsecondary settings. Some 
participants indicated that their experiences prepared and motivated them to make decisions 
about their future; however, most participants simply needed more preparation. Participants 
indicated that they needed more school-to-work opportunities such as internships or field trips to 
places that offered careers in the fields that were represented by their academies. Some 
participants wanted more information about what careers aligned with their academy and how 
they could succeed. Some participants indicated that they needed more time to use the 
opportunities provided by their academy that were designed to give them more work experience.  
 Participants were asked to discuss the opportunities their academies had in place to 
prepare them for college and/or careers. While the majority of the participants stated that their 
academies offered internships, field trips, and hands-on work experience on and off-campus 
career education centers for high school students, some participants of each race indicated that 
their academy did not offer any opportunities to further prepare them for postsecondary settings. 
The majority of the participants who indicated that their academy did not offer any opportunities 
were enrolled in the Public Service Academy. The majority of these participants were White. 
Two Black participants who were enrolled in the Business and Entrepreneurship Academy stated 
that their academy did not offer any college and career preparation opportunities, and one 
Hispanic participant who was enrolled in the Health Services Academy stated that his/her 
academy did not offer any school-to-work learning experiences. Out of all of the academies, the 
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Engineering and Manufacturing Academy was the only academy that is said to have offered all 
participants of all races opportunities to develop skills to help them prepare for college or career. 
Post-secondary Institutions  
Many participants stated that they needed more information about scholarships and what 
post-secondary institutions would provide the best learning experience to fit their individual 
needs. Most participants indicated that they were not prepared for the workload that came with 
being a first-year college student. Some participants indicated that they were also not prepared 
for having diverse professors or the methods in which professors chose to communicate with 
students. Some participants indicated that professors may respond to emails about assignments 
after the assignment has been due or they may not cater to the individual learning needs of the 
student.   
Different Obstacles 
Participants were asked to discuss the obstacles they faced that limited their ability to 
succeed in a postsecondary setting, and while many participants shared similar experiences 
during the transition from high school to a postsecondary institution, some Hispanic participants 
stated that they had unique experiences. One Hispanic participant indicated that they had to care 
for ill family members and that they had to work through mental health challenges of their own. 
One Hispanic participant expressed feeling inadequate when trying to communicate with post-
secondary leaders. Some indicated that they felt their concerns were not valuable to the leaders 
they were working with and ended up enrolling in other institutions. Another Hispanic discussed 
needing to develop skills that allowed them to be self-reliant. Most Black and White participants 
indicated that due to COVID-19 and their lack of preparation, they either dropped out of college, 
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struggled to maintain good academic standing, or struggled to maintain their mental and 
emotional health. 
Participant Needs  
Black, Hispanic, and White participants expressed that they needed more school-to-work 
opportunities in the form of internships, hands-on experience, field trips, and opportunities to 
speak with professionals who are in the career fields they desired to pursue. Participants who 
were choosing to enroll in a postsecondary institution indicated that they also wanted to gain 
perspective on their future careers through school-to-work opportunities, but they also wanted 
further guidance on choosing the institution that would best meet their needs academically, 
professionally, and financially. Participants also indicated that their coursework needed to be 
more rigorous to prepare them for college (Participant 3).  
Further analysis of the data indicates that most White participants were seeking 
opportunities and guidance to further prepare themselves for the workforce whether they 
intended to enroll in a postsecondary institution or pursue their career after high school or after 
earning a college degree. Most Black participants indicated that they needed more academic 
support systems while in high school, scholarship opportunities for college, and guidance on 
what to expect while in college. Hispanic participants indicated that they needed guidance on 
what to expect in all postsecondary settings, what postsecondary institution they should enroll in, 
and how to take advantage of the partnerships with local community colleges. One participant of 
each race indicated that they were fully prepared for acceptance into a postsecondary opportunity 
partially due to their high school experience. 
COVID-19 and eLearning 
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COVID-19 marked a major shift in all sectors of society. While healthcare systems 
suffered to remain functional, there were also global economic and political setbacks, which 
opened up many social issues as well. While the media covered many of the global issues that 
were brought on by or in conjunction with COVID-19, education and the changes going on 
within each sector, was not necessarily a priority for those working or learning outside of 
traditional educational institutions. School districts around the world relied on non-traditional 
styles of learning such as eLearning, which allows teachers to deliver or record lectures and 
virtually stream them to their students. School districts quickly implemented plans to deliver 
assignments using laptops, and hotspots to students for them to learn and complete assessments 
between March and May of 2020.  
Students and teachers were forced to adapt to long-term online teaching and learning. 
This new style of learning and simply living through a pandemic comes with many challenges. 
While eLearning days were primarily designed for school closures and schools set procedures 
and expectations for what those days would look like, moving a nine to twelve-week curriculum 
to online was difficult to adjust to as a high school student, and adapting to that in the post-
secondary setting was even more burdensome. Participants indicated that professors did not 
communicate effectively or cater to their individual learning needs. Some participants stated that 
adjusting to online learning along with the rigor of college courses and the workload left them 
feeling incredibly discouraged, which led students to drop out. Participants also stated that 
COVID-19 and the global shutdown limited their ability to make or strengthen connections with 
leaders that could have led to career opportunities or further prepared them for college.  
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Connections: Literature and Findings 
Career Academies Benefit Minorities 
Literature indicates that minority students benefit from the career academy model 
because it allows them to enroll in courses with peers who have common interests, and they can 
develop positive relationships with their teachers, counselors, and administrators (Fleischman & 
Heppen, 2009). Because they will likely have these adults working with them throughout their 
secondary educational experience, students develop a sense of belonging and become 
intellectually and emotionally engaged (Stern, 2015). This study indicates that although the 
majority of students may prefer the structure of the career academy model, a small population of 
students may benefit from having courses that are not necessarily offered in their academy or 
having courses with peers who have interests different from their own.  
Students develop a sense of belonging in the career academy model due to the 
relationships they build with adults and students in their academy. Belonging is said to have a 
high impact on students’ learning experience, particularly in K-12 settings; however, it is unclear 
how important creating a sense of belonging is in a postsecondary setting. Of course, many 
universities create and support initiatives and organizations that promote inclusion for minority 
students, such as multicultural clubs or LGBTQ+ clubs, but how imperative that is and how that 
translates into the lecture halls or advising conferences is unclear. This is especially true in terms 
of virtual teaching.  
This study indicates that when students transition from high school to post-secondary 
institutions, despite having support from their secondary school, they struggle to adapt to new 
expectations from new educators. One may argue that codependency may be one of the 
drawbacks, particularly for minority students, of being enrolled in a career academy. The 
72 
 
comfort one feels while in high school may not necessarily prepare students for post-secondary 
settings. Additionally, the literature does not discuss how students are affected when they 
transition out of a career academy that had such strong support systems in place.  
Preparing for Post-Secondary Settings. Based on the results of this study, White 
participants were more prepared to attend colleges and universities than Hispanic and Black 
students, but they needed more preparation for the workforce. Black participants needed more 
academic support systems to prepare them for college and meet expectations while enrolled and 
emotional support from teachers. Both Biracial students indicated that they were provided the 
tools they needed while enrolled and benefited from events like College GO! Week, which is a 
week dedicated to seniors who are exploring the option of attending a postsecondary educational 
institution. During this week, local colleges and universities waive application fees encouraging 
students to apply and learn about their institution (W. Roberts, personal communication, May 5, 
2021). Counselors also host a FAFSA night which allows students and parents to come in and 
get assistance with applying for financial aid. Hispanic participants indicated that they needed 
more guidance on choosing which postsecondary opportunity would be most beneficial for them. 
The needs expressed by Black and Hispanic students illustrate a possibility as to why the 
academic performance gap exists in Indiana. 
Several factors must be considered when discussing what high school students need to be 
prepared for postsecondary settings. Based on this study, the Public Service Academy has the 
highest enrollment and offers students the least amount of school-to-work or college preparatory 
opportunities for all races. If the enrollment trends of this study were to represent the entire 
student population, the Public Service Academy would have well over the recommended 
academy enrollment of 100-200 students which would make it very difficult to meet the needs of 
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each student as expressed by Participant 24. Additionally, research states that one of the setbacks 
in implementing career academies is that high demand for a limited number of academies has 
caused schools to use entrance requirements such as good academic standing and little-to-no 
disciplinary referrals (Cox et al., 2015). In turn, Hispanic and Black students are less inclined to 
apply for such programs. The majority of the participants who indicated that their academy did 
not offer college or career opportunities were enrolled in the Public Service academy; however, 
one would assume that career education centers are ideal for Public Service academy students 
who are not interested in pathways offered on campus. Career education centers offer students 
the opportunity to develop skills and get hands-on work experience in criminal justice, fire and 
rescue, and culinary arts. Due to high demand, career education programs require prospective 
students to apply before being admitted into the program. It is possible that participants who 
were enrolled in the Public Service Academy were not interested in course offerings or did not 
get accepted into the program due to their academic standing, discipline records, or other factors. 
Furthermore, the application process could explain why the Public Service Academy had the 
least amount of Hispanic and Black graduates.  
Enrollment Patterns. Research states that students often choose careers based on their 
cultural representation within the career (Warner et al., 2015). Participants were asked to explain 
why they chose the academy they were enrolled in and nearly half of the Black participants and 
one of the Biracial participants stated they chose their academy partially because they have 
family members working in those fields. These participants were enrolled in the Business and 
Entrepreneurship and Health Academies. Two White participants stated that they chose their 
academy partially because they had family members working in those fields. Both of these 
participants were enrolled in the Engineering and Manufacturing Academy. None of the 
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Hispanic participants stated that they chose their academy based on their family members 
working within a certain career field. 
Literature suggests that one of the drawbacks of having choice-based systems like the 
academy model is that it can lead to having a lack of diversity in classes and within academies 
(Warner et al., 2015). This is largely due to the lack of cultural diversity across many careers. 
Because there were more White participants than Black or Hispanic participants, it is difficult to 
determine if academy enrollment patterns align with the research; it is possible that enrollment 
patterns from a larger population or the entire class of 2020 could agree with the literature. 
Further analysis of enrollment patterns of the school or district is necessary to draw conclusions.  
Student Needs in the Post-Secondary Setting. The literature does not discuss the 
mental or emotional coping skills young adults need when transitioning from secondary to post-
secondary opportunities despite the research that states that 18 to 24-year-old adults have a 
higher chance of developing or showing signs of a mental illness than other age groups (NAMI, 
2012). Long-term closures caused by COVID-19 have increased institutional leaders’ awareness 
of the mental and emotional well-being of their students. Results of this study indicate that there 
is and has been an interpersonal disconnect between students, professors, and other institutional 
leaders which could contribute to the reasons why young adults in college do not seek help when 
dealing with mental health challenges. Research indicates that this disconnect existed before the 
global pandemic and is likely to be more prevalent now. Although only one White and one 
Hispanic participant discussed being anxious or feeling depressed while transitioning to 
postsecondary institutions, one must consider how a larger sample size could illustrate a larger 
problem that prevents secondary students from seamlessly transitioning to postsecondary 
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opportunities. Policymakers may consider how to implement mental and emotional health 
training for institutional leaders in all sectors of education and within the workforce. 
COVID-19 and Online Learning. Covid-19 inevitably left many people in an 
emotionally or psychologically fragile state. Many participants were forced to live in some sort 
of isolation or learn how to transition into the next phase of their lives with little guidance 
because while they needed guidance, leaders in education also needed direction and support. 
Nobody knew how to plan for the next academic year. While literature discusses how educators 
and some students felt as a result of this transition, there is limited research on how the global 
pandemic affected students who were transitioning into higher education in the summer or fall of 
2020. 
Although postsecondary institutions have often offered online courses and many Title I 
secondary institutions provide students with access to devices that allow them to complete 
assignments online during short-term closures, the global shutdown left teachers and students in 
total disarray. The education system was not prepared to completely transfer to distance learning. 
There is limited research on the long-term impact COVID-19 and non-traditional learning will 
have on educators and students, particularly in postsecondary settings. This could be due to the 
fact that undergraduate students are expected to enroll in traditional courses and maybe include a 
few online or hybrid courses in their schedules. Perhaps many hybrid or all-online programs are 
offered as summer courses, when one’s schedule is expected to be more manageable, or to 
nontraditional students who are pursuing professional degrees or additional certifications. Recent 
studies indicate that even the most motivated students struggled to stay motivated to complete 
assignments during the global shutdown. The literature does not specifically address how 
freshmen adapted to college, online learning, or meeting the expectations of professors; however, 
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this study indicates that younger students struggled to adapt and meet postsecondary expectations 
largely due to being unprepared and unaware of those expectations. 
Discussion: P-20 Implications 
Innovation: Preparing for the Future 
 The purpose of this study was to analyze the different perceptions young adults have on 
their time spent in a career academy model. Specifically, the researcher aimed to determine 
differences in perspectives between races, and several internal and external factors can contribute 
or limit one’s likelihood of excelling in a postsecondary setting regardless of their race. 
Participants of each race explained that their lack of preparation caused difficulty while 
transitioning into their postsecondary settings. Most participants struggled with the workload and 
expectations of professors or employers and adapting to online learning. Innovation refers to 
institutions committing to continuous improvement. The results of this study indicate that there 
are several areas in which the career academies in Indiana can improve for graduates to excel and 
adapt to new expectations in their postsecondary settings.  
Covid-19 has caused all sectors of education to adjust how they approach teaching and 
learning. While most institutions and districts have adjusted by simply moving coursework 
online, new students and employees were expected to begin their postsecondary careers with 
little guidance. Based on the results of this study, there is a disconnect between professors and 
first-year students. In high school, students were able to reach out to their teachers, 
administrators, and counselors at any moment. The participants who were or are enrolled in 
college indicated that professors did not communicate with them effectively, and they felt that 
they were teaching themselves. While it is imperative for young adults to be creative and develop 
a sense of independence to succeed (Hackmann et al., 2018), providing students with tools or 
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extra support systems as they transition to distance learning programs is necessary, especially 
now that distance learning is the new normal.  
Diversity: Meeting Learner and Society Needs 
 Participants of this study each identified what they believe secondary learners need in the 
career academy structure to be successful in postsecondary settings. While each race indicated 
that they could have benefitted from having more information or support in several areas, the 
type of support they needed varied. Understanding what Hispanic, White, and Black students 
need while in high school can aid secondary institutions in providing support systems to adhere 
to those needs. While identifying and meeting learner needs in secondary institutions seems 
relatively simple, leaders in postsecondary institutions may find it more difficult to cater to the 
needs of learners because they are seen as adults; however, research indicates that young adults 
may need more support systems than what some may have otherwise thought.  
 Hispanic and White participants discussed developing or showing signs of mental 
challenges while transitioning into their postsecondary settings. Similar to what is expressed in 
the literature, these participants dropped out of their institutions or failed many of their classes. 
Postsecondary institutions, especially those with a large student population, do not necessarily 
consider the mental or emotional health of students, and because of their size, it is difficult to 
identify the challenges students may be facing outside of education. Because mental health 
challenges are so common with young adults, it is imperative that secondary institutions have 
conversations about mental health and how to seek help. Postsecondary institutions must be 
better prepared to support the students who face mental health challenges. Collectively, leaders 





Innovation and meeting the needs of each learner cannot effectively exist without 
implementation. Implementation requires change. Restructuring the academies in heavily 
populated schools could help students get a more authentic and valuable experience. Participant 
24 explained, “If they split public service into certain work areas, like the arts, law and legal 
work, etc., that could give more opportunities to students in those specific areas within public 
service.” In theory, academies should be focusing on these work areas because they are described 
as the pathways students choose for graduation; however, from many former students’ 
perspectives, specifically those who were enrolled in the Public Service Academy, these 
pathways are simply titles that do not allow students to focus on their future career unless 
students apply and are admitted into off-campus career education programs. Restructuring the 
academies by condensing the number of students in each academy and developing a curriculum 
that intentionally focuses on specific pathways would aid in the effectiveness of the career 
academy. In turn, students can learn about the needs and trends of their future careers or what 
colleges and universities expect from students.  
Participants also indicated that they struggled to choose which postsecondary pathway 
would be most beneficial to them. This was common among the Hispanic and Black participants. 
Most White participants needed assistance with finding internships. Implementing a course or 
seminar that allows students to speak with professionals from various fields, research careers that 
interest them, or find and apply for scholarships may be necessary for students. With guidance 
from teachers and counselors, students may be comfortable and confident with choosing where 
they would like to be after high school. The site of this study currently offers freshman seminar 
classes that are designed for ninth-grade students to become acclimated to high school. Creating 
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a course that allows students to focus on their future can help them develop a better 
understanding of expectations and what opportunities they should take advantage of while in 
high school. 
Leadership: Communicating and Collaborating 
 P-20 initiatives require educational leaders in all sectors to collaborate and develop plans 
to support lifelong learners. The global shutdown has made the need for collaboration even more 
evident. Historically, educational policies have been implemented to support the individual 
success of the learner, which in turn, adds to the economic success of the nation. The structure of 
education had allowed each sector to work within its own confinements without preparing 
students for the next phase of their lives, but instead preparing them for the next grade. While 
traditional education is important for advancement, learners who, ideally, will become 
contributing members of society, need to not only be intellectually engaged and aware of how to 
function within their postsecondary settings, but they also need to be able to adapt emotionally. 
Secondary and postsecondary leaders establishing a partnership in which they break down the 
barriers that lead students to failing academically or struggling emotionally could help learners 
as they transition throughout monumental moments in their lives.  
Application of Findings 
 The academy structure in Indiana may assist in preparing some students for 
postsecondary opportunities; however, it is evident that the approach to preparation is limited. In 
short, leaders either believe that the current structure fits all students or they are unaware of the 
individual needs of their demographics. Secondary institutions that wish to prepare students for 
postsecondary settings need to be aware of the students’ funds of knowledge and how that 
translates into preparing them for life. There are requirements built within the academy structure 
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that limit students’ opportunities to get hands-on experience in their future career fields due to 
academic standing or behavior records. What students are able to do if they do not meet certain 
requirements to participate in career readiness programs or if they increase their academic 
performance and change their behavior is unclear. This practice is the opposite of what the 
original CTE and vocational programs were designed to do. Leaders in secondary institutions 
may consider offering more courses on campus that provide students with work experience or 
implement a probationary period allowing students an opportunity to reapply for off-campus 
school-to-work programs. 
 Policies in education have changed based on the needs of society, and now that society 
has drastically changed, it is time to reconsider how institutional leaders approach supporting 
learners. While each sector of education should require learners to be more accountable for their 
future, leaders must consider how the structure, curriculum, and relationships of their institutions 
influence the behavioral, intellectual, and emotional engagement of their learners of all ages. 
This study illustrates that postsecondary educators found it easy to transition content to their 
online portals, but they were not innovative in their ways to meet the needs of their students. 
Educators, in all sectors, need to be flexible in providing quality learning experiences for 
learners.  
Learners being able to have access to emotional and mental support systems is vital to the 
success of the student. Educators being aware of individual student needs is important. It is 
difficult to determine how much support is too much support for learners who are in college or 
the workforce, but given the long-term closures and lack of opportunities to develop 
interpersonal relationships with leaders, postsecondary institutions may need to consider 
implementing plans to support all first-year students or employees. Small learning communities 
81 
 
are beneficial to high school students; however, creating a similar structure in postsecondary 
institutions for first-year students may help to establish a smoother transition. One of the greatest 
deficits that came with the long-term school closure is the lack of human interaction (Sens & 
Prevette 2020). Due to limited interaction, there could potentially be an increase in mental and 
emotional challenges in learners. Creating a space in which leaders support learners and consider 
their backgrounds could create a more beneficial learning environment.  
Limitations 
 Limitations exist in all studies. Researchers try to use their studies to draw conclusions, 
promote change, and recommend ideas for future research. This research has limitations in scope 
and size. Biases also exist in studies. The researcher tried to prevent biases of the study, but 
researchers must consider limitations when analyzing results.  
Scope and Size 
 The size of the research includes 33 participants. While the researcher included 
participants who had been enrolled in the career academy model, this research is limited. The 
participants of the study each represented the races the researcher focused on, but the percentage 
of representation by each race was disproportionate in comparison to the entire student 
population; however, the perceptions presented by each participant are valid in determining the 
effectiveness of the career academy model. This study was intended to be phenomenological, 
and due to participants indicating that COVID-19 had an impact on their perception, this study 
should not be used to serve as a generalizable sample. Purposeful sampling was used to provide 
the researcher with authentic results. Questionnaire survey responses are subjective to the view 
of the responder. Participants of this study shared their perceptions of the career academy model. 
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 The study focuses on a seemingly diverse high school that serves students in an urban 
area of southern Indiana. The school district has three high schools with very different 
demographics. While the demographics of this study may represent the area, the demographics 
do not represent the district; therefore, it is difficult to determine how the results of this study 
represent the perceptions of students within the rest of the district. 
Subjectivity 
 Bias is likely to exist in all studies, but researchers can limit bias. This research used 
purposeful sampling of participants. The research is qualitative and uses anonymous 
questionnaire surveys. The researcher has served as a leader in the site for five years and may 
have a bias about the effectiveness of career academy models due to personal experience. In 
circumstances like these, researchers must separate themselves from the study and focus on the 
participants’ experiences. Since the researcher only knows the academy structure from a biased 
viewpoint and the purpose of the study is to consider the career academy model from the student 
perspective, the researcher was able to separate herself from the study. The researcher found it 
valuable to consider the thoughts students have on the academy while enrolled and as they 
entered their post-secondary settings. The participants graduated from the career academy model 
in 2020 and were able to reflect on their experiences while considering how their high school 
experience had an impact on their postsecondary experience. Questionnaire surveys allow 
participants to provide their perspectives anonymously. Questionnaire surveys also allow the 
participants to reflect on their experiences prior to submitting their responses. Nvivo was used to 
assist the researcher in defining codes. When researchers define codes, subjectivity can occur; 
however, using terms from the literature and analyzing the data for outliers allows the researcher 
to present results more clearly. 
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Recommendations: Future Research 
Student perceptions provide leaders in education with a new perspective on how to 
approach teaching with future students. After completing this study, additional questions and 
recommendations for future research have risen. Larger sample size would provide more data 
and a better understanding of student perceptions and needs while enrolled in the academy 
structure. Interviewing students who graduated from other high schools around the district could 
have presented different outcomes. More specifically, it would be interesting to study how 
secondary career academies consider the needs of their students and how that translates through 
classroom instruction. Students who do not have Individual Learning or Education Plans may not 
be receiving accommodations simply because they are not required or the instructor is unaware 
of what the student needs. Additionally, the researcher did not ask the participants to specifically 
explain their future career goals. This question along with examining what career academies are 
offered could assist in determining how and why students perceive career academies the way 
they do. 
The study illustrates that students from the career academy structure struggled to 
establish meaningful relationships with leaders after graduation. Future research may consider 
the impact the academy structure has on students as they transition into adulthood. One may 
consider analyzing school districts that hold students more accountable in establishing 
relationships with community partners for school-to-work experiences throughout K-12 
education and how that impacts their preparation for postsecondary settings. A close analysis of 
the secondary school experience from the perspective of a successful and mentally healthy 
student or first-year employee in comparison to one that struggles academically and with mental 
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or emotional challenges could lend itself to helping secondary schools address the factors that 
limit postsecondary preparation. 
Teacher perspective, specifically from teachers who lead the courses offered in each 
pathway, would provide policymakers with some indication of what is limiting engagement or 
assisting them with keeping students engaged and motivated. Looking at student and teacher 
perspectives from the least and most engaging academies, which are Public Service and 
Engineering and Manufacturing, can help determine why students may be more prepared after 
leaving one academy in comparison to graduating from another. Like the study mentioned above, 
it would be interesting to study how postsecondary institutions consider the individual needs of 
their students. With accountability systems in place and the need to prepare young adults for life 
after college, one may consider how, if at all, it is possible to increase support systems in 
postsecondary settings without making students rely on institutional leaders so much that it 
stunts their growth as an independent. 
The literature discussed how postsecondary institutions are poorly equipped to support 
students who are dealing with mental and emotional health challenges. One area for additional 
research may be to consider how emotional, intellectual, and behavioral engagement impact 
college or university students and employees who are new to the workforce. One may consider 
analyzing campus communities that are known for prioritizing mental health and comparing it to 
other institutions. Additionally, researchers could examine the effectiveness of support systems 
at universities.  
The U.S. Census Bureau began to allow people to select multiple races in 2000 (Parker et 
al., 2015). Between 2000 and 2010, the number of people who identified as White and Black 
doubled, and the number of adults who identified as White and Asian increased by 87% (Parker 
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et al., 2015). The number of multiracial people in the U.S. continues to increase, and since there 
is limited research on the educational experience of students of multiracial backgrounds, 
examining multiracial student perspectives would be another area of future research. A survey 
conducted by Pew Research indicates that 47% of adults who are of Mixed-race do not identify 
as multiracial because they look more like one race than the other (Parker et al., 2015). The 
results presented throughout the Pew Research survey further demonstrate a multiracial identity 
gap, but the results also present an opportunity for researchers to examine how identity impacts 
student engagement and their sense of belonging in education and workplace settings (Parker et 
al., 2015. 
COVID-19 has had an impact on how students and teachers perceive education as a 
whole. Further research is necessary to determine how the pandemic has challenged teachers and 
students. More specifically, one may consider researching how students and teachers working 
within the career academy have responded to returning from a long-term school closure and now 
having online and in-person students.  
Summary 
 Education is ever-evolving, and while the career academy structure may be beneficial, 
there is plenty of room for improvement, especially when trying to increase the likelihood of 
minority students being prepared for postsecondary settings. Simultaneously, postsecondary 
institutions must support new constituents as they transition, and COVID-19 has made this need 
evident. Without proper consideration of individual learner needs, educational institutions are 
contributing to the gaps seen in education and the economy. P-20 initiatives, along with several 
federal policies regarding education, emphasize the importance of access to education. Although 
the career academy model attempts to create educational experiences for all learners, it is evident 
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that barriers are preventing their access. Internal and external factors contribute to one’s 
educational experience; however, educational leaders can limit barriers created within their 
sectors of education by creating more support systems and alternative programs for students in 
need. The results of this study indicate that while each race or student who represents a different 
demographic may need support in a variety of areas before entering a postsecondary institution, 
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I was enrolled in  
A. Public Service Academy 
B. Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 
C. Engineering & Manufacturing Academy 
D. Health Services Academy 
Why did you choose the academy you were enrolled in? Select all that apply.  
❏ I wish to pursue a career in the academy I chose.  
❏ I have an interest in the academy I chose.  
❏ I have family members in career fields that align with the academy I chose, and I am 
interested in following a similar path. 
❏ I was assigned to this academy. 
What opportunities did your academy have in place to prepare you for college or a career? Select 
all that apply.  
❏ Internships 
❏ Hands-on work experience in school or at a different location (Prosser). 




Was there anything preventing you from taking advantage of the opportunities presented by your 
career academy?  
❏ Yes 
❏ No 
If you answered "yes" to the question above, identify the things that prevented you from taking 
advantage of the opportunities presented by your career academy. 
❏ My grades limited my opportunities. 
❏ My relationships with teachers or other sponsors in the academy prevented me from 
taking advantage of opportunities presented by my academy. 
❏ COVID-19 I could not be around large groups of people. 
❏ I was unaware of the opportunities presented by my academy. 
❏ I no longer wished to be in my academy. 
❏ I do not think the options presented to me will prepare me for my future. 
❏ I was required to work to support my family. 
If you answered, "other" above, please indicate the obstacles that prevented you from taking 
advantage of the opportunities presented by your career academy 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Have you faced any obstacles you cannot control that have limited your ability to succeed 
academically or in a postsecondary setting (college, workforce, or military)? If yes, explain those 




Based on your experience as a student in your academy, what learning experiences do you think 
are necessary for you to participate in or achieve to earn a scholarship or career opportunity in 
your desired field after high school? (Select all that apply.) * 
Check all that apply. 
❏ Internships 
❏ Mentorships 
❏ More workplace experience 
❏ Tutoring for struggling students 
❏ More education on the value of the career academy I have chosen and the opportunities I 
could have after graduation. 
❏ Other 
What kind of resources or support did you need from your academy to further prepare you for 
college or career?  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Did your academy make you more or less interested in school?  
❏ More interested  
❏ Less interested  
❏ My interest in school did not change 
If you answered "more interested" above, what factors contributed to your interest? (Select all 
that apply) 
❏ Teachers 
❏ Having classes with students who had similar interests 




If you answered "less interested," what factors made you less interested in school 
❏ Teachers 
❏ Having classes with students who had similar interests 
❏ Focusing on my future career path 
❏ Other:_____________________________ 
How would you describe your attendance patterns in high school? 
❏ I came to school almost every day (90% or more). 
❏ I came to school most days (75% or more). 
❏ I came to school some days (about 50%). 





Research Question: Does the wall-to-wall career academy model prepare Black and Hispanic 
students for acceptance into a postsecondary opportunity? 
Sub Questions: 
1. Does the career academy model have an impact on a student’s engagement?  
2. What do minority students perceive to be obstacles in achieving academic success in the 
academy model? 
3. What do minority students perceive to be the obstacles in achieving social success in the 
academy model?  
4. What do minority students perceive to be the key to earning a post-secondary opportunity 
in the academy model? 






Race, Academy, and Attendance Patterns  
Race Academy Attendance 
Black Public Service Academy 75% of the time or more 
Black Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 90% of the time or more 
Black Public Service Academy 90% of the time or more 
Black Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 90% of the time or more 
Black Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 90% of the time or more 
Black, White Health Services Academy 90% of the time or more 
Black, White Health Services Academy 90% of the time or more 
Hispanic Business & Entrepreneurship Academy 75% of the time or more 
Hispanic Health Services Academy 75% of the time or more 
Hispanic Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 75% of the time or more 
Hispanic Health Services Academy 90% of the time or more 
Hispanic Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing  90% of the time or more 
White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 90% of the time or more 
White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 90% of the time or more 
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White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 90% of the time or more 
White Engineering & Advanced Manufacturing 90% of the time or more 
White Health Services Academy 90% of the time or more 







Informed Consent Document for Research  
 
Principal Investigator: Holly Bernard 
Date: December 1, 2020 
Study Title: BLACK AND HISPANIC STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF THE 
EFFECTIVENESS OF THE CAREER ACADEMY MODEL     
 
This informed consent document applies to adults.   
  
The following information is provided to inform you about the research project and your 
participation in it.  Please read this form carefully and feel free to ask any questions you may 
have about this study and the information given below.  You will be given an opportunity to ask 
questions, and your questions will be answered.  Also, you will be given a copy of this consent 
form.  
       
1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: The results of this study will be used to analyze the correlation 
between Career Academy Models and what students deem to be effective or beneficial to their 
learning. 
 
2. WHAT WE WILL ASK YOU TO DO: You will be asked to answer a series of questions 
regarding your high school experience, college preparation, and employment experience.  
 
  
3. EXPECTED COSTS: $0.00. 
 
4. RISKS OF PARTICIPATION: This is a minimal risk study. While responding to questions, 
participants will not be at any physical or psychological risks. Participants are asked to use their 
first and last names, but can request for data to be used anonymously.    
 
5. BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION: There are no benefits for the respondents. 
 
6. COMPENSATION: $0.00. 
 
7. VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: Participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you 
decide not to participate there will not be any negative consequences. Please be aware that if you 
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decide to participate, you may stop participating at any time and you may decide not to answer 
any specific question. 
 
8. CONFIDENTIALITY: Your responses will be protected by the Principal Investigator of this 
study. Participants are asked to use their first and last names, but can request for data to be used 
anonymously. The Principal Investigator will use data without mentioning any personal 
identifiers. 
*There is always the possibility of tampering from an outside source when using the internet for 
collecting information. While the confidentiality of your responses will be protected once the 
data are downloaded from the internet, there is always a possibility of hacking or other security 
breaches that could threaten the confidentiality of your responses. Please know that you are free 
to decide not to answer any question. 
 
9. WHOM TO CONTACT: Holly Bernard at Murray State University 
hbernard@murraystate.edu      
 
STATEMENT BY PERSON AGREEING TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY  
I have read this informed consent document and the material contained in it has been explained 
to me verbally.  All my questions have been answered, and I freely and voluntarily choose to 
participate in this study under the conditions outlined above.  I also acknowledge that I have 
received a copy of this form.  
  
             
Date:     




Consent obtained by:              
Date:     
Signature_________________________     
      
                
Printed Name and Title  
 
 
 
 
